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CHAPTER 1 SCENE 1 

Mune followed the cherry blossom road towards Himeji Castle.  This time of the year was a joyous occasion for 
the city’s residents, as the trees began their newest cycle of rebirth.  Though the buds were few now, it would 
be but a week before the trees would be covered in a thick white blanket of blossoms. 

The road began its ascent up the hill, where the imposing castle awaited the new recruits.  Having 
turned thirteen, Mune had set out from his small village to the much larger city.  His parents had given him a 
small farewell, where they provided him a modest silk robe and the family’s sword.  During his travels, he had 
become part of a group of boys making the same pilgrimage.  They all spoke excitedly of what awaited them; 
the beginning of their training to become great warriors. 

A set of very large wooden gates awaited them at the top of the hill, where a pair of older warriors 
stood guarding the entrance.  The pair must have been serving for a long time, as the anticipation and energy 
of the young boys did not rub off onto them.  They stood aside, and the group looked into the large castle 
courtyard. 

The courtyard seemed dreary, Mune thought to himself, with nothing but gray stone in view.  This 
would not be the case for long, due to the massive cherry blossom tree standing in the middle.  The bare 
branches pointed out in every direction, as if attempting to create a cover.  When the blossoms finally arrived, 
the courtyard would have a beautiful roof of flowers. 

As the group moved further into the castle, they saw they were not the first to arrive.  A handful of 
groups were spread around the walls of the courtyard, keeping to themselves.  Mune and his group found a 
place along the wall, and copied the others in their solitude.  This became tiresome before long, and he 
excused himself from the group. 

Muna went underneath the verandah area of the courtyard, and he peered into the rooms as he 
walked.  They were all sparsely filled, with a basic table and floor bedding for five people.  The joy of being a 
novice was having no luxuries, he thought glumly to himself.  If one wanted to adorn himself in quality clothing 
and acquire fine blades, it would all have to be earned in the coming years. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Mune noticed an out-of-place shadow against one of the verandah’s 
support beams.  Moving closer to investigate, he saw it was a boy sitting by himself.  With his back against the 
wall, the boy was looking at the casing of his blade, which was finely adorned.  As with all the other boys in the 
courtyard, his clothing was of modest quality. 

“Why are you by yourself?” 

The boy startled, as if he never noticed that Mune was there. 

“The other boys were making fun of me, so I sought a quiet place to await the arrival of the masters.” 

Mune sat down next to him.  “That is unfortunate.  Why were they?” 

The boy shrugged.  “I am the smallest in the group, so it is required that I be the sufferer of 
everyone’s pranks and jokes.” 

Mune nodded at his sword.  “The casing of your sword is a fine one.  Is the sword worthy of it?” 

The boy glared at Mune.  “It is my father’s, and his father’s, and his father’s.  It is the finest blade in 
my whole village.” 

“My apologies, I did not mean to insult.  For the sword to be that many generations old, it must be a 
fine one indeed.  Can I look at it?” 

The boy begrudgingly unsheathed the sword, and held it in the palms of his hands.  “You may look, 
but you cannot touch it.” 



 

 

Mune looked upon the sword.  The boy’s words held true; the blade and its workmanship were 
indeed as fine as he had ever seen. 

“It is a work of art indeed, my friend.  We are both lucky to have inherited swords from our fathers, as 
mine was also handed down many generations in my family.”  He unsheathed his, and held it out for the boy 
to take. 

The boy took it out, and waved it around to test its weighting.  Nodding in approval, he handed it 
back. 

“It is indeed a fine sword.  With such weapons, we have a lot to prove.  We must ensure that we are 
worthy of such blades.” 

The reverberations of a large gong rang around the courtyard.  Mune stood up, and placed his sword 
in its casing.  He held his hand out to the seated boy, who took it and pulled himself up. 

Mune looked to the boy.  “The Masters are arriving, so we better get back to our groups.  Hopefully 
we will meet again.” 

For the first time, the boy smiled.  “I would like that.” 

Mune held out his hand.  “I am Mune.  Pleased to meet you…” 

“Mura.  Good luck with your initiation, Mune.” 

“You too.”  The gong rang again.  “See you soon.” 

The pair nodded to each other, and moved off in the direction of their groups. 

 

– X – 

CHAPTER 1 SCENE 2 

A set of gates stood directly opposite the ones that the groups had used to enter the courtyard.  They started 
to creak, and slowly began to swing open.  A wave of anxiousness spread across the assembled groups, not 
knowing what to expect when they opened. 

Once the gates opened, it was revealed that a group of twenty warriors stood behind them.  Their 
importance was easily seen; their clothing and helmets were made of such fine materials that it dazzled the 
groups.  These had to be the Masters; only such highly distinguished fighters could wear such things.  Murmurs 
spread around the groups, AS the excitement of the occasion beginning to truly take hold. 

The Masters stepped into the courtyard, and spread out until they stood shoulder to shoulder with 
each other.  Their eyes emotionlessly surveyed the scene before them; many groups of boys hoping to become 
great fighters.  The boys were all as green as the first tree leaves of spring, but it was the sworn duty of the 
Masters to ensure that this was not the case by the end of the next seven years. 

The twenty Masters stepped to the side, clearing the space for another person in their middle of their 
ranks.  The groups saw another figure standing behind them.  The mysterious figure walked through the space, 
and stood in the front of the Masters.  The groups all looked on in wonderment.  The clothing and armour of 
this person surpassed that of the Masters, and the two large blades that ran across his back promised an 
unequalled fight for whoever stood against him. 

An excited buzz ran through the groups.  “It’s the Master of Masters.  It’s the Daimyo himself!” 



 

 

The leader of the warriors looked over the groups.  If the gaze of the Masters were icy, the Daimyo’s 
appeared able to delay the onset of spring.  Small huffs of subdued laughter came from him, alongside a 
sneer.  He turned to the Masters, and said something that the groups could not hear.  His subordinates all gave 
small bursts of laughter.  He turned back to the groups. 

“Follow us.” 

He turned and walked back the way he had come.  The Masters fell in step after him, walking in 
pairs.  The groups moved quickly to follow the warriors through the gate. 

As they stepped through the gate, the groups were shocked to see that the large courtyard they had 
been occupying was but a small back island within the Castle.  Wide open spaces, accompanied by long rows of 
housing, spread along its first level.  Large walls elevated the second level, with its layout not visible from the 
viewpoint of the groups.  Despite this, the third and fourth levels were visible.  The third level showed only 
housing, while the fourth level held the true Himeji Castle.  The main section of the castle had five storeys, 
with a smaller three-storey wing to its right-hand side. 

The warriors crossed a bridge, moving from the island entrance to the true first level of the Castle 
yards.  The groups followed, moving straight ahead from the bridge.  After walking for a time, they turned left 
and stepped into a vast network of single-storey housing.  A more subdued courtyard stood at the front of the 
buildings. The Daimyo and the Masters resumed their order as first seen in the first courtyard. 

The groups stood in a disorganised fashion, drawing grimaces from the Masters.  The Daimyo shook 
his head at such lack of discipline.  His bass voice boomed across the groups. 

“All of you!  Stand in orderly rows!  Ten to a row!” 

The startled groups scrambled to obey him.  After a handful of minutes, twenty rows stood in front of 
the Daimyo.  He looked barely more impressed than beforehand. 

“This will be the last time I see many of you.  The Masters will be handling your training from this time 
forward.  You will be assigned in groups of ten to a single Master, which will be decided upon after an initiation 
session to gauge your abilities.  Heed well their words and their training, as the Emperor will not suffer a lazy 
team of warriors to protect himself and his lands.” 

With those words, the Daimyo turned on his heel and walked through a set of gates behind him.  He 
disappeared into the inner section of the Castle grounds, to never be seen again by many of the young men. 

The Masters moved out of their line, and began to walk around the groups.  They walked between the 
lines, casting critical gazes upon the newest recruits.  One walked past Mune, who was standing near the 
middle of the whole group.  The Master barely gave him a passing glance.  There was a sudden burst of 
laughter two rows behind him. All recruits turned to see what had caused it.  Mune saw that Mura was on his 
hands and knees, with sand on his face, while most of those around him laughed at his predicament. 

Mura stood up, and turned to the boy standing behind him.  The boy stood at attention, trying to hold 
in his laughter.  The humiliated Mura punched him in the stomach, doubling him over.  The person stood up, 
and moved in to retaliate against Mura.  A pair of Masters moved quickly to the scuffle, grabbing hold of the 
two boys to prevent them from further fighting. 

The two were pulled out of the rows by the Masters, and dragged by the scruff of their necks to the 
front of the others.  The Master holding Mura spoke out. 

“Such displays of immaturity are unacceptable!  You are all here to have such infantile actions wiped 
from your minds.  Your actions at all times reflect upon us as your teachers, and any dishonour you bring upon 
us will be punished severely.” 



 

 

He turned to Mura, making the red-faced boy look directly at him.  “You are lucky this is early in the 
first day of your lives here, so you will be spared repercussions.  Just remember that this is the only time it will 
be so. The next time you engage in such disgraceful conduct, punishment will be severe.” 

The Master pushed Mura away from him, and looked to the other boy.  “The pair of you.  Back in 
line!” 

The two scrambled back to their places.  The Masters pointed behind the groups. 

“It is time for lunch.  Everyone move in and find a place to sit.  It will be prepared shortly.” 

– X – 

CHAPTER 1 SCENE 3 

The groups sat at the long wooden tables of the dinner hall, sharing a basic meal of rice, vegetables and some 
fish.  The local fishing village was barely an hour’s walk from the Castle, ensuring that only the freshest batches 
were received in the early morning.  The recruits ate in silence, still shocked at the level of discipline that 
would be required of them in the forthcoming years.  Their care-free years of chasing each other around their 
village’s main square, or climbing the tallest tree just outside the living areas, were now over. 

The Masters sat at a long table elevated above their new charges, eating a similar meal and speaking 
in reserved tones to each other.  They looked over the hall, using subtle gestures to discuss their initial 
impressions of the boys.  They retained their unimpressed expressions, as would be expected until the boys 
showed their talents. 

Mura stared at his meal sullenly, still feeling humiliated over his altercation outside.  Most of the 
trouble he found himself in was not of his doing, since the boys of his village always made a point of taunting 
him mercilessly.  Their knowing that the skinny Mura was the son of the most feared warrior in their village 
seemed to make their actions more enjoyable.  His father always told him to stand up for himself, as a true 
man is always able to fight his own battles, and must learn to do so as soon as possible.  It is easy for the 
strongest person to say such things, he thought miserably. 

He felt the sudden kick in his left shin.  Grimacing, he looked across the table to the offender.  They 
had their face down to the table, but the glint in their eyes and the slight turn at the sides of their mouth 
indicated their enjoyment of providing further torment to the runt of the group. 

Mura promised to himself that he would take the greatest advantage possible of the time spent here 
at the Castle.  He would become the strongest fighter by any means possible.  If he was not the best 
swordfighter, he would complement it with hand-to-hand combat.  If that was not enough, he would find the 
small things one could do to turn the tide of a battle to their advantage.  The Masters would know all of these, 
and he would ensure he learned everything he could. 

A kick landed in his right shin.  Struggling to retain his composure, Mura glared across the table again.  
A boy further to the right gave the initial attacker a knowing nudge, the pair of them quietly laughing at their 
secret escapades in full view of the Masters.  All Mura could do was hope that the meal ended soon, as his 
reacting to their taunts would only further lower his already dubious standing. 

The Masters rose from their meal as one.  One called out across the hall. 

“All of you! Stand now!  Your meals finish when ours do!  Time is precious, and you all must learn to 
make optimal use of it.” 

The groups scrambled to their feet.  Mura quickly darted out both his feet, landing reparation to his 
two attacker’s shins.  He stood with the rest, while the pair standing across from him gave him angry glares.  
Giving them a smug grin, he followed the motioning of the Masters back into the courtyard for further 
instruction. 



 

 

Once everyone had returned to their previous places outside, the Masters explained their plan for the 
next week.  They would be inspecting the groups one by one, deciding along the way how they would 
assemble their group of trainees.  While not essential, all other boys were advised to observe these 
inspections, in order to learn more about their classmates.  Learning more about an adversary was essential 
for their future survival in combat. 

Mura smiled to himself at their words.  He would finally be rid of the bullies he had travelled to Himeji 
with, who despite their callous acts were promising fighters.  He knew he was beneath them in ability at this 
point in time, but that would not be the case forever.  He would surpass them, and he would ensure 
recompense for their treatment of him.  He hoped that the Masters would find a way to group him with that 
boy Mune, and the most likely chance to achieve that was to take a large amount of interest in his group when 
the Masters were assessing them. 

As the Masters droned on about the need for discipline and training, Mura looked at the students 
standing in front of him.  He saw Mune’s back two rows in front, while all the others looked nondescript in 
their basic robes.  Feeling a warmth in his back, Mura was sure the boy who had tripped him earlier was giving 
him an evil glare.  I am in trouble for his actions getting him in trouble with the Masters, he thought to himself.  
That was always the way of that sort of person.  They taunt you, and will then take revenge on you for their 
being punished for their actions. 

The tone of the Masters voice changed, drawing him back to attention. 

“You all have the next hour to find a place to bunk in the housing attached to the dining hall.  There 
are five boys to each room.  It is up to you if you reside in your groups, or you do not.  Your current clothing 
will be handed in to us, as your clothing from now on is with your beds.  When done, return here for the initial 
assessments to begin.  Move!” 

Mura made a straight line to his new friend. 

“Mune.  They said we do not have to bunk with those we arrived with.  Can I share with you?” 

Mune smiled.  “Of course you can.  We better be quick though, as the rooms closest to the dining hall 
will go first.” 

The two moved quickly back into the dining hall.  True to his words, many boys had moved straight for 
the rooms leading onto the hall, ensuring that they would get the best meals of all the other trainees.  They 
found an empty room a row back from the dining area, and they moved in to pick their spots. 

Mura surveyed the room.  “While not the most ideally located room, there are worse.”  Five mats lay 
on the ground, with small chests at their base.  “I call the back corner.”  He quickly moved to make the area 
his. 

A trio of shadows came across the room’s entrance.  To Mura’s dismay, it was the two boys who 
attacked him during the meal, as well as the one who had tripped him up.  He was thankful that he had 
managed to bunk with his new friend, so he would not face their shenanigans alone. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 1 SCENE 4 

Everyone moved back into the dining hall once the sun had fully lowered beneath the horizon.  The groups 
were much more animated than at lunchtime, excitedly discussing the assessments that had taken place 
throughout the afternoon. 

It had proven a hectic exercise, with all twenty Masters spending a half hour examining selected 
groups of ten.  They provided basic swordplay routines for the boys to follow, and then paired them off to 
practice the routine.  The Masters circled the duelling students, speaking to each other as they observed the 
action.  They stepped in at times to provide guidance, with varying results. 



 

 

Mune and Mura were selected in the second last group of the day.  The three other boys sharing their 
room were included, alongside another group of five.  The other five boys included some of Mune’s travel 
companions, and conversed in a friendly fashion with the two boys.  When the Masters paired the ten boys, 
Mura was disappointed to be facing his courtyard tormentor.  The two boys who kicked him at lunch were 
paired together, laughing to each other while glancing in his direction. 

The Masters appeared impressed with Mune.  He had been able to quickly master the provided 
routine.  The boy he was paired with had a harder time doing so, but Mune took it upon himself to help his 
opponent by slowing the pace until they knew it well enough to increase speed.  By the time the half hour 
drew to a close, both Mune and the boy looked formidable. 

Mura’s opponent had not forgotten earlier events, and made sure that he made him look as bad as 
possible.  The boy was stronger, and placed just enough extra strength to his movements to throw the smaller 
Mura off balance.  Rather than do as Mune had, the boy kept pressing his advantage at all times.  The Masters 
looked at Mura, but did not intervene.  Unknown to the small boy, they saw he could follow the routine 
perfectly, but his size disadvantage made him easy pickings for his larger opponent. 

The two boys sat beside each other at the dinner table.  Mura rotated his shoulders gingerly, still 
feeling the impact of his opponent’s attacks.  He envied Mune at that moment, who showed no ill effect from 
his sparring.  The Masters were more animated in their discussions with each other, though still 
subdued.  After a time, one of them stood up to address the trainees. 

“What we have observed this afternoon was a mixed bag.  Some of you have shown great promise, in 
both fighting ability and leadership skill.  Others have shown that the next seven years will require extensive 
effort on their part to raise themselves to the requirements of the Daimyo and the Emperor.  Luckily for you, 
the Daimyo holds us personally responsible for your successes or failures. 

He gestured to the other Masters seated alongside him.  “We, as your teachers, will do all that we can 
to assist you in improving yourselves.  I speak for all of us when I say that you should all strive to find the time 
needed to develop your skills.  Regardless of if it is under our guidance or amongst yourselves, there is no such 
thing as wasted training.” 

There were some groans of complaint from the students.  Mune could not believe his ears; why 
would any of the boys who had come here not make every effort to earn themselves the respect of their 
teachers and peers?  Those who did complain were destined for anonymity, he thought to himself. 

The Master continued.  “The initial assessments will be completed tomorrow morning.  Once this is 
completed, we will adjust the groups to keep you on even levels of ability.  The new groups will begin their 
training in the afternoon, where the same group adjustment process will be applied.  After a week of this, the 
resulting groups will be as evenly matched as possible.  These will be your groups going forward, with yearly 
reassessment at the Challenge Tournament.” 

With those words, the Master resumed his seat to complete his meal.  The boys began talking 
amongst themselves again, expressing where they thought their skills would place them. 

Mura looked to Mune.  “I can only hope that the Masters saw my ability.  My opponent did me no 
favours.” 

“I am certain they would have, Mura.  A Master would be able to see your skill despite the mismatch 
of your pairing.” 

Mura felt a kick land against his left shin.  The two boys who had done so earlier had ensured they sat 
facing him again, to continue their bullying.  He grimaced again, glaring angrily at the two boys.  The two 
laughed at him. 



 

 

Mune noticed his friend’s discomfort, and looked across at the pair.  He subtly surveyed the dinner 
hall, seeing where the attentions of the Masters and everyone else were directed.  He quickly reached across 
the table, grabbing the pair by their hair and slammed their faces into the table.  The pair sat in shock, until 
they noted the blood beginning to trickle from their noses.  They both stood and launched themselves across 
the table at Mune. 

The Masters looked to the source of the commotion, springing up to make their way towards it.  Both 
boys had focused on Mune, one pinning his arms while the other aimed punches at his stomach.  Mura moved 
in and subdued the attacker, giving Mune the space to break the other’s hold.  By the time the two Masters 
got there, the two friends had the other pair face-down on the table, arms bent up behind their back. 

“The four of you!  Stand up immediately!”  Mura and Mune released their holds, allowing the two to 
comply with the request.  “Each of you will be placed in solitary placement for tonight.  You will be woken 
early tomorrow morning, to assist with collecting the fish from the village.” 

Mura noticed one of the Masters was he who had reprimanded him in the courtyard earlier in the 
day.  He looked at Mura.  “You again!  You are already beginning to strain my patience, young one.” 

The other Master looked at Mune.  “You have drawn the notice of most of the Masters.  For your 
sake, this better be a one-off occurrence.   The four of you!  Follow me to the confinement rooms.” 

Mune looked to Mura, giving him a wink and a smile as the two Masters marched them out of the 
hall.  Mura mouthed a 'thank you' to his friend. 

– X – 

  



 

 

INTERMISSION 1 

After the week of assessment, Mune and Mura were placed in separate training groups.  Mune was placed in 
the highest skill group, while Mura was allocated to one of the middle tier groups. 

The three boys sharing sleeping quarters with the two boys placed above Mura, and ensured that this 
fact was made apparent at every opportunity.  Whenever he was not in Mune’s company, the trio made certain 
that Mura’s life was miserable.  Through his tormentor’s efforts, the Masters’ opinion of Mura as someone who 
never strayed far from trouble was never fully shaken. 

Mune’s standing amongst the Masters continued to rise.  His compassion to the plight of others, 
alongside his prodigious fighting skill, marked him as a future leader of men.  Over time, he came to stand 
amongst the greatest of students to have passed through Himeji Castle. 

Mura had grown in physical attributes and ability over these five years.  With the help of his friend, he 
rose from the middle tier groups to amongst the highest.  This drew a measure of jealousy from his three room-
mates, who had plateaued in their abilities. 

The two boys held fast to their friendship, looking out for each other whenever difficulties were 
encountered.  The Masters queried why Mune associated with a well-known troublemaker.  He assured them 
the trouble was never caused by Mura, but by small-minded peers consumed by petty jealousy. 

Mune stood by his friend, though he had begun to see how the years of torment by others had 
mentally scarred Mura.  A constant simmering of pent-up anger lay in the mind of his friend, which took little 
effort to bring forth. 

With the onset of Spring, the yearly Challenge Tournament drew near.  Mune had maintained his high 
standing, while his friend had consistently risen through the ranks.  If Mura had a good showing this year, he 
would finally rise into the enviable ranks that Mune had occupied for many years... 

– X – 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 2 SCENE 1 

Mune kept a brisk pace for the run down to the fishing village.  To ensure the food was prepared in time for 
the students waking up, he had set out an hour before the sun had begun its ascent.  The trip to the village and 
back to the Castle took around an hour and a half when walking, but his method of using the trip as training 
helped lower the time. 

He had woken the others in his room.  They had all protested by rolling over, earning them each a slap 
across the back of the head.  Their lack of discipline had put him behind schedule, which meant he would have 
to punish them by keeping a faster pace than usual.  He knew that Mura would have no trouble keeping up 
with him, but the other three boys would struggle. 

Mune and Mura entered the fishing village side by side, dropping the baskets from their backs.  They 
looked behind, and saw the others just reaching the bottom of the hill’s path. 

Mune looked at the stragglers scornfully.  “If they are suffering now, I am sure having their baskets 
filled for the return trip will be torture.” 

Mura smiled contemptuously.  “That may be so, but I have no pity for them.” 

“They have been at their tricks again?” 

“When are they not?  If they paid as much attention to their training as finding ways to tease and 
bully, they would be formidable.” 

Mune nodded in agreement.  “That is true.  They show promise, but their focus is never completely 
there.” 

Mura shrugged.  “You would think that my beating them in trainings would cow them enough.  All it 
has done is make them band together to pick a fight, so they have a numbers advantage.” 

“If they seek numbers advantage, we will let them have it.  When loading the baskets, we’ll sneak a 
few more fishes into theirs than ours.” 

Mura laughed.  “That is mean…  but don’t let me stop you.” 

The three others finally reached them.  They were bent over, trying their best to get extra air into 
their lungs.  The five walked off their exertion, heading through the small village to the seaside.  The fishermen 
awaited them, their boats showing a healthy catch.  They removed the agreed amount of fish from the nets, 
filling the baskets that had been brought down from the Castle. 

Mune looked to the three stragglers of the group.  “Since you took your time running here, especially 
when we were already late, you can each carry four more fish in your baskets.  It will do your stamina good, 
which seems to be lacking.” 

The trio glared angrily as he pulled six fish from his basket, placing a pair in each basket.  The looks 
turned murderous as Mura did the same, which could have been due to the cheeky grin they received from 
the one they took great enjoyment in picking on. 

They remounted their baskets on their backs, and began the run back up to the Castle.  Mune 
deliberately lowered the pace, knowing that the ascent and the extra fish in their baskets would slow the three 
down.  They would return late, which the Masters would be sure to scold them for, meaning they would be 
washing dishes for the morning instead of sparring. 



 

 

Mura looked to Mune as they ran, both easily keeping the set pace.  “Why not just leave them to 
arrive late?  We don’t deserve punishment for their laziness.” 

“That may be so, but I’m sure you would have learned something from their methods.  If you are 
going to make things harder, you need to be subtle in it to minimise your exposure.  The Masters would soon 
hear we arrived far ahead of them, and punish us for lack of team unity.  Since punishment would be received 
either way…” 

“I would appreciate the extra training, since the Challenge Tournament is barely a week away.  This 
will finally be my chance to reach the top rankings.” 

Mune smiled.  “I’ve sparred with you enough to gauge your abilities compared to others in the top 
ranks.  You will easily move up, as long as you don’t let your anger get the better of you.” 

Mura looked to the ground.  “I know.  It has stopped me from reaching the top ranks the last two 
years.  Try as I might, it is hard to contain in the heat of battle.” 

“You are not alone in that, Mura, but the top ranked students are the ones who are able to keep their 
composure in the most trying situations.  You need to find a way to do it.” 

The pair ensured that the others were not too far behind them, and they all reached the Castle just as 
the Sun was rising.  The cook was waiting for them at the back door of the kitchen. 

“You are late, boys.  The Masters will be sure to hear of this.” 

They bowed in apology.  Mune spoke up.  “We apologise.  The remaining winter chill slowed us.” 

The cook shook his head, and dismissed them.  They returned to their room, collecting some water on 
their way so they could wash their faces before attending breakfast. 

While Mune was looking into his chest for fresh clothing, one of the boys moved over to Mura. 

“You won’t always have your protector by your side.  Be sure that we will not let your actions go 
unpunished.” 

Mura looked at the others, the contempt obvious in their eyes.  He smiled at the three of them. 

“You are cowards, teaming up to attack one person.  Wasting your time with me, instead of focusing 
on your training, is why I will reach the top rankings, and you will remain barely fit for village sentry duty.” 

Their expressions darkened as they returned to their preparations for breakfast. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 2 SCENE 2 

Surrounded by the light of lanterns and stars, Mune and Mura stood across from each other in the courtyard.  
Both wore their training clothes, along with leather gauntlets reaching their elbows.  Their treasured swords 
poised, they rushed forward. 

Mura struck first with a downward strike, which was easily defended against.  Mune pushed away, 
turning sideways to avoid a straight kick aimed for his stomach.  Maintaining the momentum of his spin, he 
crouched under a horizontal slash and tried to take Mura’s legs out from underneath him.  His opponent 
jumped high enough to avoid the sweeping leg, and positioned his blade for another downward cut.  Mune 



 

 

blocked, and then pushed the blade away to his left.  Using the brief pause, he rolled to the right and into a 
crouching defensive pose.  Mura did not press, letting him regain his feet. 

Mune began the next sequence.  Holding the sword hilt with both hands, he pointed the blade 
towards his opponent.  He waited for Mura’s response, who stood back as if deciding to attack immediately or 
accept the starting pose.  After a handful of seconds, he moved in.  Matching Mune’s stance, he crossed 
swords.  The pair stared at each other, each trying to outwit their opponent. 

Mura’s blade was quickly pushed to the side.  Mune stepped in to shoulder charge him, but Mura 
spun with him to avoid the impact.  Mune ducked under a neck-height horizontal cut, and moved lower to 
again try to sweep Mura’s legs.  Mura jumped back this time, then quickly pushed forward to gain an 
advantage over his unbalanced opponent.  The ring of steel clashing echoed around the otherwise empty 
courtyard, with both fighters struggling to gain an advantage over the other.  Such was expected for a pair who 
knew each other’s style so well. 

Mune let his opponent maintain the offence, knowing that Mura’s attacking would wear him down 
quicker than defence would weary himself.  He noticed that the quality of Mura’s attacking cuts were 
becoming less refined, and knew that the one weak cut that he could take advantage of was approaching.  
Mura leaned too far forward into an attack, which Mune stepped into.  He defended against the cut, placed a 
foot between Mura’s legs, and pushed back.  Mura’s attempt to avoid the trip only unbalanced him, and he fell 
flat on the ground.   Before he could respond, Mune’s sword was at his throat. 

Mura smiled up at the victor.  “You always time that perfectly.  No matter how hard I try to be wary of 
it, you always catch me.” 

Mune returned the smile.  He returned his sword to its casing, and then held out a hand to his 
grounded opponent.  Mura accepted the gesture, and pulled himself up. 

“That is why patience is a virtue in battle, Mura.  If your opponent presses too hard in their offence, 
they’ll weary quicker.  When that happens, their attack is less powerful, and you need to be able to pick the 
right time to press your advantage.” 

Mura nodded.  “I will have to work on that at training tomorrow, and hope that I have learned it in 
time for the weekend.” 

The Challenge Tournament was three days away, and the pressure was being felt by those who stood 
a chance of rising in the rankings.  Mura’s fighting ability stood shoulders above the others in the group, but 
Mune still stood above him. 

“You know what to expect in facing me, which is half of the battle.  An opponent may not be as strong 
as you physically, but if they know your tendencies and technique well enough, they may be able to find the 
way to unbalance you long enough to win.” 

The pair collected some water to wash their faces on their way back to their room.  Once they got 
there, they saw that their roommates had already gone to sleep. 

Mura looked at them disdainfully.  “Not surprisingly, they aren’t proving me wrong in their future 
prospects.” 

Mune looked to him.  “Over the last two days, they have been training with an extra bit of fire in their 
bellies.  What did you say to them?” 

“That they’ll be no better than village sentries if they don’t focus on their training.” 

“That may be so, but there is no need to provoke them.  They need little excuse for their petty antics 
against you, so taunting them may make them try harder to torment you.” 

Mura looked to him, a flash of anger in his eyes.  “So you’re saying I can’t get a small measure of 
revenge on them?” 



 

 

“You need to be the bigger person in the situation.  If you are thought to be petty, being in the top 
rankings will mean nothing in the future.  You will end up being another foot soldier, instead of climbing the 
army ranks.” 

Mura looked disappointed.  “You are right.  My true revenge on them will be climbing the ranks, while 
they do not.” 

Mune nodded.  “That is exactly right.  Now, we better get some rest.  We have not finished our week 
of collecting the morning catches of fish, and we need to be well rested by the time the tournament begins.” 

Mura looked to his friend.  “Are you not nervous that your parents will be travelling all the way here 
to see you in battle?” 

“No.  I will do my best, and trust that my training has prepared me.” 

“I think I fear my father seeing me fight due to his high standing, and what most people of me in my 
younger days.  As you said, I will do my best.  Good night, Mune.” 

The pair changed into their night clothes, then lay down on their beds.  Mune fell to sleep quickly, 
while Mura was kept awake by dwelling on getting his revenge on the others for their years of torment. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 2 SCENE 3 

Mune and Mura looked at their newly received garments.  The Masters had handed them out at the previous 
night’s dinner, using them to formally nominate who would be participating in today’s Challenge Tournament.  
The thirty-two students, who were notified of their selection two weeks earlier, represented each of the 
twenty groups.  The Masters had decided amongst themselves which groups would have a second student 
compete, with their group being one of them. 

Mune looked excitedly to Mura.  “This will be something else.  This is the first time we get to fight in 
the courtyards of the second level.  The Daimyo’s Army will be observing us, trying to find those students 
participating who will join their ranks at the completion of our seven years.” 

Mura grimaced.  “My father coming to observe the tournament is providing enough butterflies in my 
stomach, let alone the extra scrutiny the Army will be providing.” 

Mune nudged his friend.  “You were selected to participate, which shows that the Masters have seen 
the talent in you.  You said yourself that they still think of you as a trouble-maker, so for them to still select you 
for the tournament is a good thing.” 

The three others in their room looked at them enviously, focusing more on Mura than Mune.  One of 
them spoke.  “Just because you were selected means nothing.  You still have to win through, and we all know 
you’ll fall at the first hurdle.” 

Mura gave the three a cold glare.  “I was selected because I worked harder than you to improve.  
Natural talent only gets you so far; you need the passion to raise your skill levels.  Only then do you reach the 
upper tiers.” 

They scoffed.  Mune turned to look at them.  “He is right.  If you spent less time trying to make other’s 
lives a misery, you would have been selected too.  You still have the chance to gain entry in the Challenge 
Tournaments of the next two years, so make good use of your time.” 

The trio glared at him, then turned away to resume talking about their plans for the day.  With the 
Masters spending the day observing the Tournament, those not selected to participate were given the day to 
do as they pleased.  Most would use the opportunity to head out of the Castle, and into Himeji town for the 
rare pleasure of unfettered leisure time. 



 

 

The two participants finished adorning themselves in their tournament garment, placed their swords 
through their silk belts, and moved out of the living quarters to the courtyard.  The Masters would arrive soon, 
heralded by the gong being rung.  Other participants had already arrived, each sitting quietly and building their 
mental focus for the coming fights. 

The gong rang, and the Masters came to collect their charges.  They moved into the southern corridor 
of the Castle Grounds’ first level, where there were people arriving from outside the Castle.  Many of them 
would be the parents of other tournament participants, coming along to observe the honour of their children 
being selected to fight. 

The two boys looked around to see if they could see their parents.  Mune found his parents first, 
taking Mura with him to greet them.  He gave his mother a brief hug, and grasped forearms with his father in 
formal welcome. 

Mune’s father looked at his son proudly.  “I am happy that you have been chosen to participate again.  
You came close to winning last year’s tournament, so this may be your year.  I hope you have trained hard to 
improve.” 

He nodded.  “Indeed I have, Father.  I am lucky to have a friend who is also talented, and we have 
helped each other push the limit of our abilities.”  Mune nodded to his friend standing beside him.  “Father, 
this is Mura.  Mura, this is my father, Masa Tatsuno, and this is my mother, Akemi.” 

Mura gave both parents a formal bow.  “It is a pleasure to meet you both.” 

The parents nodded in acknowledgment.  Masa spoke to Mura.  “We have heard much of you in 
Mune’s letters.  Good luck to you in the tournament.  Have your parents come to see you fight?” 

“They have, sir.  I am yet to see them though… here they come now.” 

Mura waved to gain his parent’s attention.  They saw, and came over to join him.  As Mune had, he 
gave formal welcome and a hug to his father and mother respectively. 

His father spoke first.  “Mura, I am so proud of you.  To have improved so much as reach this 
tournament is more than I hoped.  I feared that being the constant target of other boys would hinder your 
growth.” 

“Thank you, Father.  It has provided me with the motivation and focus to keep improving.  Those who 
do have fallen behind Mune and I.  They will likely never make the Army.” 

He gestured to Mune and his parents.  “This is my friend, Mune.  These are his parents, Masa and 
Akemi.” 

Mura’s parents nodded to Mune, and greeted their counterparts.  His father spoke.  “We are pleased 
to meet you both. I am Masa Takasago, and this is my wife, Hikari.” 

Another gong rang out, calling those either attending or participating in the tournament.  The two 
families walked together as the crowd followed the Masters.  At the end of the corridor leading further into 
the Castle grounds, they turned left and followed a path towards a set of stairs leading towards the second 
levels. 

The Master turned to face the following crowd.  “All participants in the Challenge Tournament, come 
forward and follow us to the preparation area.  Everyone else, please follow the designated path to the 
courtyard where the tournament is to be held.” 

The boys farewelled their parents, then ran towards the Masters.  When they were satisfied that all 
the participants were there, they turned and began to lead their students to the assigned area to prepare for 
the day’s events. 

– X – 



 

 

CHAPTER 2 SCENE 4 

The day’s competition had been fierce and draining on the participants.  Some of the fights had been one-
sided, with the victor making quick work of their adversaries.  Others were hard-fought, with the winner able 
to find that pivotal moment to turn the battle in their favour.  At the end of the day, with the sun beginning to 
set across the second level courtyard, two boys stood across from each other. 

Mura stood at ease and surveyed the scene around him, hardly believing he had made it this far.  The 
small stands were filled by some three hundred people, made up of the army and parents of the tournament 
participants.  One of the rows at the front of the courtyard held the twenty Masters, finally given time to rest 
after supervising the fights all day, and the parents of Mura and of his opponent.  His gaze returned to the 
person he needed to defeat to win the Challenge Tournament. 

Mune sat on the ground, his legs crossed and his sword lying across them.  With his eyes closed, he 
appeared to be meditating.  This practice seemed to have worked, with his fights being much shorter overall 
than any other participant.  Knowing Mura as well as he did boded well, but he knew that it should not make 
him complacent. 

A smaller gong sat in the middle of the Master’s row.  One of them rang it, signalling the beginning of 
the final.  Mune’s eyes flashed open, and he slowly rose to his feet.  Mura began his walk to the centre of the 
courtyard, and waited there for his opponent to meet him. 

The Master who rang the gong spoke out.  “This is the final of the Challenge Tournament.  Whoever 
wins will be declared this year’s Champion.  Boys, let this be an honourable fight.” 

The pair put one hand to their sword hilts, and grasped forearms with their other.  Mura gave a nod, 
while Mune gave him his standard smirk and wink.  They turned and walked five steps, before turning back to 
face each other.  They withdrew their words, and assumed their starting poses. 

“Fight.” 

Both moved forward three steps, and began to circle each other.  Swords held out in front, each 
waited patiently to see who would make the first move.  Mune moved in to provide the first strike, which was 
easily fended off.  Mura tried to take advantage of the gap with a thrust to the chest, but Mune brought his 
sword back just in time to deflect it.  They both stepped back to a safe distance.  To any who had seen the 
Castle students sparring, this process of initially testing an adversary would have looked familiar. 

The process continued for a handful of minutes.  When Mune looked to believe that he would have to 
initiate each sequence, Mura struck quickly.  The change put his opponent on the backfoot, with Mune 
struggling to stop the offensive strikes moving him backwards.  He kept his defense strong, waiting to find the 
moment in time to deflect an attack just long enough to move to the side and stop his reversing.  That moment 
came just before reaching the edge of the courtyard, as Mura eased his push when seeing they were almost at 
the feet of the front row. 

In a recognisable move to those who knew him, Mune jumped to the side then immediately jumped 
back at his opponent.  The pair trades strikes as they moved alongside the front row, many of the spectators 
looking worried at the proximity of the fighters.  As they reached the corner, Mura mimicked his adversary’s 
sideways jump, but then jumped to the side again.  Mune continued his attack, with the pair now moving back 
into the centre of their battle field. 

Mura attempted to use Mune’s own tactics against him, letting him keep the offence for longer than 
he would normally allow.  He began to worry, as it became obvious that Mune’s stamina was stronger than 
this own.  On top of that, the strikes he was defending against were maintaining their intensity, which was 
beginning to strain the muscles in his arms and shoulders.  This continued for a time, with Mura providing 
some token offence to draw in his opponent. 

The pair fought all over the courtyard, with neither participant being able to land the telling strike.  It 
was becoming apparent that the first person to become weary would be the one to fall, with a lazy strike being 
taken advantage of.  To those watching, it seemed that Mura was the one beginning to falter. 



 

 

Mura knew this to be true, and tried to think of how to gain the advantage.  He slowly edged back as 
he defended, hoping that is was slight enough that his attacker would not notice.  The strikes he deflected 
were weakening, but not by the amount he was hoping for.  He had to draw Mune into a badly-placed strike. 

Mune’s strike placement was exemplary, making it impossible for Mura to take the offence.  Hoping 
that eagerness would overrun Mura’s thinking, he slowed his attack and provided the chance for the tide of 
offence to turn.  His opponent duly took advantage, though the long period of defence had lowered Mura’s 
strike quality.  After a period of offence, Mura leaned too far forward to land a strike. 

Recognising the pattern, Mune stepped in and placed his foot as he deflected the strike.  As he did, 
instead of raising his foot, Mura crouched and spun behind his opponent.  With forward momentum, and his 
leg caught between Mura’s thigh and calf, Mune overbalanced and fell forward to the ground.  He rolled to his 
back as quickly as possible, but Mura’s sword quickly stood at his throat. 

Mune released his sword, indicating defeat. 

Those who observed the fight gave a large round of applause, with Mura’s parents standing and 
beaming with pride as they did so. 

Mura smiled at his felled opponent, returned his sword to its casing and held out his hand. 

Mune returned the smile, and pulled himself to his feet. 

“Well played, my friend.  You deserved the victory.” 

The pair stood and gratefully acknowledged the applause.  They moved to the Masters and their 
parents, accepting the Master’s compliments and embracing their loved ones. 

– X – 



 

 

 INTERMISSION 2 

Having won his first Challenge Tournament, Mura earned his entry into the top rankings of students.  His social 
standing amongst the students rose, and he was no longer seen as the troublemaker he had been in the past. 

The final two years of their training at the Castle passed, with both Mune and Mura maintaining their 
top rankings.  To Mura’s surprise, the three roommates who had tormented him so over the years did become 
motivated in those years, and made their way up the rankings. 

At their graduation, all five of the roommates were recruited into the Himeji Army.  They were 
immediately thrown into battle.  From the Chubu Region to the east, a coalition of armies are led by the 
powerful Daimyo  Nobuoda.  Wishing to unite Japan, he is leading his forces west into Kansai Region. 

Mura leads a force to the north-east of the Kansai Region, believing that Nobuoda is residing in the 
area’s main city, Kyoto.  If the leader of the Chubu army can be defeated, it is hoped that their push into Kansai 
can be repelled. 

Mune, in the meantime, is heading east as part of an expedition to the Chugoku Region.  A long-term 
guest of the Daimyo of Himeji Castle, a warrior from the east named Hidetoyo, has helped improve Kansai 
Region’s military reserves and advised on how to best defend its borders. 

The events of this time will lead the two boys, who have now become men, into fateful events that will 
affect their futures in unimaginable ways.  But the changes will extend far beyond themselves… 

– X – 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 3 SCENE 1 

Mune and his team arrived at the village of Bizen, which stood at the end of the westernmost branch of the 
Inland Sea.  It stood in stark contrast to the village near Himeji Castle.  Where that village relied on the bounty 
of fish from the sea, this village relied on the bounty of metals from the earth. 

“So, these are the famed forges.” 

Mune turned towards the voice, and saw that Hidetoyo stood next to him.  The man was twice his 
age, around his late forties.  Mune had learned that the man had been a guest of the Daimyo of Himeji Castle 
for many years, even before that fateful year that Mura defeated him in the final of the Challenge 
Tournament.  Once he had completed his training and was recruited into the army, he found out that the 
seasoned warrior from the east was assessing Himeji and the greater Kansai Region for its military credentials. 

“Indeed they are, Hidetoyo.  The greatest blades in all Japan are forged here.” 

The older warrior laughed.  “That is a bold claim, young man.  You are lucky that I have heard such 
stories myself, otherwise I would think you boastful.” 

“I would never do such a thing.  To be boastful is to invite challenge, and of the sort that one would 
not be able to meet.” 

“Then how do you know that the blades here are the best?” 

Mune pulled his sword from its casing, and respectfully held it out for inspection.  “This sword has 
been in my family for many generations, passed down to the boy who would leave the village to train at the 
Castle.  It was forged here in Bizen.” 

Hidetoyo held out his hands, requesting the sword for his own appraisal.  Mune handed it to him. The 
seasoned warrior made some training sword strokes to test its balance, then held it to the sunlight to assess 
the quality of light reflected. 

“It is an exceptional blade.  Impeccably balanced, and the light reflects off the blade better than some 
diamonds I have seen.” 

He held out the sword hilt to Mune, allowing him to take back his weapon. 

“These weapons are the sort that must be available to all the warriors of this region, be they the army 
or village protectors.  With the threats trying to make their way into Kansai Region, a quality blade may be a 
deciding factor.” 

“That is true, Hidetoyo.  During my years of training, many boys had their swords broken during 
combat drills and tournaments.  Such a situation in true battle is highly undesirable.” 

His companion stood in thought, looking at the village of forges.  “I am considering suggesting to the 
Daimyo of Himeji that he needs a person in this village.  This person should report to him on the weapons 
situation, so he is not caught unprepared should any attacks move into Kansai Region proper.” 

Mune considered the statement.  “What do you have in mind?” 

He nodded to the team of men behind them.  “The team you have brought here are to be tested.  We 
will spend some days here, possibly a month, methodically assessing each forge for their weapon quality.  I am 
to advise the Daimyo on which of you showed the greatest level of aptitude for weapons assessment, and 
make a suggestion on who should be his report.” 

“We are warriors, not craftsmen, Hidetoyo.  We could appreciate the look and balance of a sword, but 
to know if it would stand up to years of use is another situation altogether.” 



 

 

“That is true.  That’s why I am here.  When I find the person who displays the greatest aptitude for 
weapons assessment, I will tutor them.  My knowledge of weapons forging goes back to my younger days, as 
uncles and cousins were apprentices and then swordsmiths.” 

Mune nodded.  “So that is why the Daimyo had you stay at Himeji Castle all these years.  He wants 
you to find weakness that could be exploited by invading forces, and takes the steps to address it.” 

The veteran nodded.  “You can say that.  I realised some years ago that change is coming to the whole 
of Japan, not just the Kansai Region.  The Chubu Coalition has conquered all the lands to their east.  They must 
sense the opportunity to reunite the country as it was in the past, but I do not believe their current master is 
the person to do it.” 

The young warrior looked to his elder in surprise.  “You do not?  But Nobuoda has led his army for 
almost three decades.  He would lead for so long, yet not reach his goal?” 

“He leads, but he does so through fear.  He is not a diplomat or politician; he is someone who knows 
what he wants, and will kill anyone in his way.  That will ensure your death at the hands of someone you’ve 
dishonoured.  A true leader earns the respect of his followers by being resourceful.” 

Mune stood there for a time, considering what he had heard.  He had realised such a thing during his 
training years.  Strength by force did not work in isolation, but alongside respect and skilful assessment, it 
created something greater than the sum of its parts. 

Hidetoyo looked back to the other men, who were talking amongst themselves while waiting for their 
orders.  “We best make our way into the village.  We still need to find some accommodation before we can 
start our work.” 

The pair called the men to attention, and led them into the village. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 3 SCENE 2 

Mura, leading a small team of soldiers, made his way into Kyoto from the south gate.  The Daimyo had notified 
Mura and his team that another invading Daimyo, Nobuoda, was somewhere in the city.  A handful of soldiers 
were to make their way there, and find a way to eliminate him. 

The fast-moving city was a marked change from Himeji, where day-to-day life was more reserved.  
The labyrinth of roads and side streets in front of him filled Mura with dread.  To find one man in this city, 
however important he was, would be pure luck.  The city had almost been physically destroyed by war some 
two hundred years ago, and even now it was trying to do so through power struggles.  The traditional owners 
of the land fought with religious branches, which fought with ambitious court nobles, who fought with the 
city’s military.  One needed to tread carefully. 

He looked back to his team.  “You all know what the aim of this excursion is.  Be sure to keep your 
eyes and ears open.  The piece of information that guides us to what we’re looking for can come from 
anywhere.  Head to your allocated area of the city, and meet me back here at sundown.” 

The men nodded, and moved off into the side roads.  Mura made his way down the large road that 
ran through the centre of the city, which lead to the ruins of the Daidairi Palace.  It had been the crown jewel 
of Japan many centuries ago.  Over time, it had lost its usefulness and burned down, never to be repaired. 

Around the ruins, however, had risen many houses that were controlled by the factions vying for 
control of the city.  Some were meeting points for off-duty warriors, others modest shrines to a particular god, 
while more still were apartments for the nobles visiting the city from their estates.  It made for a melting pot, 
with everyone looking suspiciously at those they passed.  After walking around the houses, he selected a 
warrior’s rest post that stood next to a small shrine dedicated to the wise man Nichiren. 



 

 

He went inside, and ordered a small round of sake.  The house owner charged highly, promising that 
the liquor was from the finest source in the south-west of Japan.  Taking his drink, Mura stepped outside and 
sat at one of the small tables set out.  Other warriors sat at the other tables, but their talk was of 
inconsequential things, with a rude word for the nobles or priests who passed by.  He sat quietly, doing his 
best to keep his eyes and ears open. 

A pair of priests came out of the shrine, talking excitedly to each other.  They ignored the heckling 
thrown their way by the warriors, heading back into the southern portion of the city.  Mura managed to hear 
one small piece of their conversation, but it proved the piece of advice he gave his men. 

“That warrior lord from the East is certainly making a fuss in the Honno-ji.  He is lucky our master 
needs him to ensure his own strength in the city.” 

The rest of their conversation was drowned out as they walked away.  Mura quickly finished his drink, 
and began to follow the holy men at a distance.  It was a struggle at times to keep them in sight, as the bustle 
of city life threatened to engulf them.   The pair moved into the south-eastern residential area, where the 
composition of people changed from busy adults to playful children chasing each other.  Mura moved back 
further, having to hide in any convenient shadow to avoid notice when the priests stopped to talk to an adult 
or briefly play with the children. 

When they started to move on, another figure came into view.  He was a warrior, and of a high rank 
from the appearance of his dress.  The priests said something to him as they passed him, to which he nodded.  
Whatever was said, it did not seem to please the man, as his face indicated anger and anxiety.  Taking a risk, 
Mura approached the man. 

“Excuse me, friend.  Do you know those two men?” 

The man looked at him suspiciously.  “What if I do?” 

“They owe me some money.  They knocked over my drink, and laughed off my request that they buy 
another.” 

The slight smile curled the man’s lips.  “They are priests, after all.  Thinking that praying all day will 
sort out the city’s problems.  A noble aim, but hopeless.” 

“Do you know where they reside?” 

“I certainly do.  They reside at the Honno-ji, in the south-east of the city.”  He turned pointed an arm 
straight back the way he had come.  “It is almost a direct line from here, though some of the residences move 
you off track.” 

Mura nodded.  “Thank you.  I must hurry though.  I must reach them before their warrior lord steps in 
to protect them from my request for money.” 

To his surprise, the man burst out in laughter.  “Nobuoda protect them?  That is the best joke I have 
heard all week.” 

“Did you say Nobuoda?  I have heard many stories about him.  A ruthless warrior who will let nothing 
stand in the way of his achieving total dominion.” 

The man rolled his eyes.  “That may be so, but he has made too many enemies.  His time of reckoning 
will arrive soon.” 

Mura gave him a friendly smile.  “My friends and I are meeting for some food and drink at the South 
Gate after dusk.  Would you care to join us?  We are new to the city, and a fellow warrior who knows their way 
around would be a great comfort.” 

The man gave Mura an appraising look, and then smiled warmly.  “Why not?  I have some tasks to 
attend to for the moment, but I will be sure to meet you there.  Be sure to have a good supply of liquor.” 



 

 

As the man moved on, Mura made his way to the South Gate.  With the sun lowering in the sky, the 
others would be returning soon. They would surely be interested in this new development. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 3 SCENE 3 

A month had passed.  In one of Bizen’s forges, Hidetoyo stood alongside two warriors from Himeji. 

The younger men were watching the smith finish attaching a hilt to his latest creation.  When he had 
completed the task, he picked up the sword and placed it in his palms.  He held it out to Hidetoyo, which the 
older veteran accepted with a nod of thanks. 

Hidetoyo turned to the young men, holding out the sword.  “You two have shown the greatest 
aptitude for weapons analysis, but I can only choose one of you.  Give me your opinions of the blade, and I will 
form my own opinion at the end.  Whoever matches closest to my own will be chosen.” 

The two men decided between themselves who would make the first observation.  Finally, Mune was 
chosen to go first. 

Taking the newly forged weapon in his sword hand, Mune tilted his wrist in a variety of ways to test 
the weighting and balance of the sword.  “The weighting is ideal.  The sword shows minimal forward 
momentum, which is of benefit should the wielder wish to change their attack mid-stroke.  I would be of the 
opinion that it would allow the wielder faster reflex from strike to strike.” 

Requesting permission from the smith to move behind the counter, Mune moved to the front of the 
fire.  He turned the sword, looking at the reflection of the flames off the blade.  “The blade is forged such that 
the light reflecting off it does not distort.  With the many folds of steel that form the blade, to keep such 
consistency is a marvel.” 

Stepping back towards the entry of the forge, Mune closed the door and gestured for Hidetoyo and 
his compatriot to clear some space.  He ran a quick drill, mixing fast strikes with sudden changes in direction.  
He nodded approvingly.  “As I said, the sword does not resist change in direction, no matter how fast the 
wielder may do so.” 

Turning the sword so that he held it across his palms, Mune handed the sword back to Hidetoyo.  The 
old man then handed the sword to the other warrior, who tested the sword and gave his own analysis.  Once 
completed, he also returned the sword to his assessor. 

Hidetoyo turned to the smith.  “Do you have a practice yard for training drills?  I would like the test 
the sword there.”  He removed his own sword from his belt, and handed it to the man.  “You can keep this 
until I return.” 

Following the smith’s directions, the three men stepped outside the forge and turned right.  As 
advised, the training yard stood at the end of the street.  Once they reached it, Hidetoyo bid the two men to 
stand.  He continued forward, and then turned to stand in front of them. 

“Both of you gave a good account of yourselves in your analyses.  I analyse swords for quality of finish 
and strength.”  He tilted the sword until the sun caught on the blade, and reflected it into the younger men’s 
eyes.  Both shied away, which the veteran smiled at.  “In a life-or-death battle, the smallest thing can turn the 
tide in your favour.  Catching enough light on your blade to momentarily blind your opponent can grant you 
the opening you need, which a quality finish will allow you.” 

Hidetoyo then struck a starting pose.  “And the test of strength is if it can handle offence from 
multiple attackers.  Draw your swords, and attack.” 

Mune and his teammate looked to each other, wariness on both their faces.  They both drew their 
blades, and began to circle.  When the pair stood such that the older fighter could not keep them both in his 
line of sight, they moved in to strike. 



 

 

The veteran’s movement was incredible for one his age.  He deftly avoided the strike of one man, 
while defending against the strike of another.  He jumped back then to the side, so that both attackers now 
stood in his sight.  The pair charged side by side, Mune aiming high while the other began a straight thrust.  
Hidetoyo turned from the thrust at the last possible moment, forcing the attacker off-balance, while deflecting 
Mune’s attack away from the other man.  He used the moment to step back into the unbalanced man, pushing 
him over. 

With the numbers now even, Hidetoyo moved to engage Mune.  Putting distance between himself 
and the grounded fighter in order to avoid a sneak attack, the older fighter’s bladework put Mune’s to shame.  
The time between his strikes was miniscule, providing Mune no opportunity to create an opening for his own 
offence.  The strikes were of such force that it always caused the younger man to have a longer reaction time, 
putting him at a further disadvantage.  Anyone who fought Hidetoyo needed a numbers advantage just to 
have a hope of victory. 

The grounded fighter returned to the fray.  Hidetoyo moved again to keep them in his line of sight.  
The pair charged again, both coming in for an overhead strike.  The brunt of both attacks came down on the 
newly forged sword, yet it handled the force with ease.  Both attackers pushed down on their swords, trying to 
force the older man to his knees.  He lowered slowly, retaining a disarming smile as he did so.  Just before his 
knees touched the ground, he suddenly pushed upwards. 

The force pushed both attackers off balance, their sword hands flying into the air.  Hidetoyo moved 
quickly, using the flat of his sword to hit one attacker’s wrist, making him drop his sword.  He then flung 
himself into Mune, forcing the younger fighter to fall backwards to the ground.  Before Mune could recover, 
the new blade was poised across his throat. 

The older fighter stood up, and held out his hand to his conquered opponent.  He pulled Mune to his 
feet, while the other fighter went to retrieve his own weapon.  When the pair stood in front of him, Hidetoyo 
considered them. 

“The sword is indeed a fine one, being able to fend off two blades attacking as one.  You both, 
however, still have some way to go before you will be true field warriors.”  The pair humbly lowered their 
faces to the ground. 

The veteran looked between the two men.  After a time, he focused on Mune. 

“Mune, you will be the Daimyo’s ambassador to the Bizen forges.”  He looked to other man, who 
looked disappointed.  “Do not let this weaken your resolve, my friend.  One must learn the taste of defeat 
before he can truly appreciate victory.” 

– X – 

CHAPTER 3 SCENE 4 

Over the following month, Mura and his men became close confidants of the man they met in Kyoto.  His 
name was Mitsaki, and he was a minor general in Nobuoda’s forces.  They met in their agreed place at the 
South Gate regularly, but tried to keep them irregularly timed so as to not attract attention. 

Mitsaki was into his third serve of rice alcohol, and his tongue was loose.  He told the men from 
Himeji of how he had personally negotiated a peace deal with a regional landowner that Nobuoda wished to 
conquer.  Not long after the deal was finalised, Nobuoda met with the lord and killed his immediate family 
before the lord himself.  If that did not disgrace Mitsaki enough, his leader then imprisoned and killed Mitsaki’s 
mother to show him who had the true power. 

“Ever since I found out of my mother’s death, I have sworn that I would find a way to return the 
favour to Nobuoda.”  He took another long drink of sake.  “I have found people who are equally as disdainful 
of Nobuoda, and wish him displaced.  The group has to be small, as the Daimyo has eyes and ears 
everywhere.” 



 

 

Mura nodded at Mitsaki’s words.  “We agree that Nobuoda needs to be removed, by any means 
necessary.” 

“You do?  Any warrior I can have assist me is beneficial.  Most warriors are in alliance with him, so 
reaching him is a losing bet.” 

Mura looked to his men.  “We are all strong fighters, and can take on any force threatening to stand 
in our way.”  They all nodded in agreement. 

Mitsaki looked at them.  “I must apologise for the haste, but if Nobuoda is to be reached, it must be 
tonight.  His forces are reaching the city tomorrow, and once they are here, there is no chance we can reach 
him.” 

Mura grimaced, then looked around the table.  “But we need a plan to avoid anyone seeing us, and to 
do so in an afternoon is almost impossible.” 

The man gave a small smile.  “I am one of his generals, though a minor one.  I can get us into the inner 
sanctum of the Honno-ji easily, but fighting his personal forces will be the hard part.” 

Mura looked to his team.  “Do you think we can do this, men?”  They all nodded, though he could see 
some worry in their eyes at the hasty assault.  He looked back to Mitsaki.  “We will help you.” 

“I cannot thank you enough.  I have drunk too much for now, so I need time to clear my head.  We 
meet in the residential area just outside the Honno-ji two hours past sundown, and we will take our chance.” 

The men left their meeting point, and spent a quiet and reserved afternoon clearing their heads for 
the planned events of the evening. 

As agreed, Mura and his men met Mitsaki in a small courtyard amongst the houses across from the 
temple.  Mitsaki gave them a quick rundown of the plan; he was bringing a renowned group of warriors from 
Chengoku Region in the west, sent from one of Nobuoda’s allies.  This should get them to the inner sanctum 
easily, as the priests knew next to nothing of the Daimyo’s affairs, except for how he was going to help the 
temple become a greater power in the city. 

Mitsaki led the men through the entrance of Honno-ji.  The priests paid little notice, while every so 
often a warrior would pass and give them a sideways glance.  Some warriors asked of them and their purpose, 
and Mitsaki’s story seemed to placate their queries.  Once they entered the temple, and began to head 
towards the Daimyo’s quarters, the amount of people thinned out significantly. 

The leader of the assault looked to Mura and his men.  “There should not be more than ten warriors 
guarding Nobuoda, so the five of us should be able to maintain an advantage if we keep the element of 
surprise in our favour.” 

The narrowing halls worked to their disadvantage, as the ten guards of the Daimyo patrolled in pairs.  
The five intruders could not make use of their numbers advantage, and the guards were strong fighters.  They 
managed to stop the Daimyo’s protectors calling out for assistance, at the cost of the lives of Mura’s men. 

By the time they reached the Daimyo, only Mitsaki and Mura remained standing.  They entered the 
leader’s quarters, where the elderly man lay at rest on his bed.  He opened his eyes at the sound of the pair 
entering, and stood up in alarm.  Before he could reach his sword, Mitsaki and Mura held theirs at his throat. 

Mitsaki looked at Nobuoda in disdain.  “This is to avenge my mother, and the dishonour you caused 
me.  But I shall give you a choice; die by my hand, or your own.”  He pulled a short blade from his robe, and 
held it out to the Daimyo. 

The old man looked at him, giving a grim smile.  “The conquest will not stop with me.  Hidetoyo and 
Yasugawa will continue my work, after they hunt you down and avenge me.”  With those words, the old man 
plunged the sword into his stomach, twisting it as he slowly fell to the ground. 

Mura looked to Mitsaki.  “And that is that.  We had better leave before anyone notices the bodies.” 



 

 

Mitsaki turned to him, and quickly raised his sword to Mura’s throat.  “I should, indeed.  But you need 
to stay.  I wouldn’t want anyone to follow me, thinking I had a hand in this.  If Nobuoda’s allies think I killed 
him, they would never accept me as the new Daimyo.” 

Mura’s eyes widened in shock.  “But we helped you…  So we were only puppets?’ 

“Yes, you and your men were.”  Mitsaki landed a left handed punch to Mura’s jaw, making him 
stumble back.  Dazed, Mura raised his sword to prepare an offence, but a flash from Mitsaki’s sword removed 
Mura’s sword hand from his arm.  While he stared in shock at his hand on the floor, Mitsaki hit him in the 
temple with his sword hilt, knocking him unconscious. 

Mitsaki casually knocked a lantern to the floor, then exited as the fire began to take hold. 

– X – 



 

 

 INTERMISSION 3 

The news of Daimyo Nobuoda’s demise, and the complete destruction of the Honno-ji temple, travelled quickly 
across Japan. 

When the news reached Bizen, Hidetoyo revealed to Mune that he was one of Nobuoda’s major 
generals.  The general rallied allies from the Kansai and Chugoku Regions, and they made their way to Kyoto.  
Mune fought alongside Hidetoyo in the fight against Mitsaki and the forces he had absorbed from Nobuoda, 
but Hidetoyo was able to earn the victory. 

With their leader dead, Nobuoda’s two generals set their sights either side of Kyoto.  Hidetoyo moved 
to consolidate his power in the West, while Yasugawa did the same in the East.  Both share their mentor’s 
ambition of uniting Japan under one true Shogun. 

True to his word, Hidetoyo appointed Mune as ambassador to the Bizen forges.  The young warrior 
came to appreciate the art of sword-making, and took up the craft himself.  He proved to have a true talent, 
and his blades became the preference of Hidetoyo. 

Yasugawa, unhappy with the quality of his army’s weapons, searches the Eastern Regions for a new 
supplier. 

Learning that his opponent has chosen a new supplier, Hidetoyo requests Mune investigate this newly 
famous weapons maker in Kyoto.  Mune visits many places along his journey, learning more of the art of sword 
making, and secretly hoping to hear news of a lost friend…  

– X – 

 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 4 SCENE 1 

Mune reached the South Gate of Kyoto.  The city had undergone considerable change in the years since the 
Honno-ji had burned to the ground.  As he had not been back here since Hidetoyo had left Bizen with his 
troops to exact revenge on Nobuoda’s assassin, he took his time in surveying the city. 

The Western Daimyo had taken an active interest in the city upon his victory.  Believing Kyoto’s state 
of disrepair unacceptable as the nation’s capital, he had drawn all available resources to the city in an attempt 
to rebuild its honour.  The temples were bundled into one area in the centre of the city, keeping in line with 
the Daimyo’s idea of keeping industries in one area.  Mune remembered Hidetoyo saying he did so to let the 
feuding priests have their quarrels without causing disruption to the rest of the city. 

Considered the heartland of Japan, Hidetoyo and Yasugawa had gone to war for the land between 
Kyoto and Nagoya, the mutual borders of Kansai and Chubu Regions.  Yasugawa had tried to use the forces of 
Nobuoda, whose control had passed to his sons, to supplement his own in the conflict.  The alliance failed to 
defeat Hidetoyo.  In a show of mutual respect, the Daimyos agreed to improve the cities of the area.  The pair 
believed that their conflict should not destroy the country, and that the winner should inherit a strong nation. 

As he walked the streets, Mune saw that the population remained wary.  Instead of battles between 
nobles and religious figures, it became a battle of who would succeed where Nobuoda had failed.  The 
agreement between the Daimyos did not incite open conflict, but there were occasional fights between 
supporters of either side.  He saw merchants fighting over the quality of their goods, believing the side of 
Kyoto they had come from proved the superiority of their goods. 

Mune finally found the section of the city that held its forges.  He wandered the area for a while, 
trying to decide which forge would be the new source of Yasugawa’s weapons.  He saw one forge that was 
much larger than the others, as if it had grown and engulfed those surrounding it.  The quality of its signage 
and curtain hangings described it as a prosperous business. 

Stepping inside, the front office of the forge maintained the impression of its exterior.  The walls were 
stylishly adorned with the weapons prepared in its forge, and the wooden desk and flooring was of a quality 
reserved for palaces and the inner sanctums of powerful people.  A portly yet well-dressed man stood at the 
counter, holding a sword in his hand. 

Mune stood at the counter.  “Are you the owner of this shop?” 

The man stopped looking at the weapon, placed it on the desk and looked to Mune.  “I am.  Welcome 
to the Nagahei Forge.  I am Nagahei.” 

He gave the owner a small bow of respect.  “I am a sword smith, and I have been travelling the 
country to increase my knowledge of the art.  In my travels, I have heard much praise of your work.  I came in 
the hope of being able to talk of the art with you, and have a tour of your forge if you would be so generous.” 

Nagahei’s eyes narrowed, appraising Mune.  “That would depend where you have travelled from.  My 
weapons have been, shall you say, promised to remain only to the east of the city.” 

“I have no desire to take any weapons, as I have my own.”  He took his sword from his belt, and 
handed it to the owner. Nagahei assessed the sword, nodding in admiration.  “I only wish to see you forge for 
my own inspiration, and speak of sword making with such an accomplished master.” 

Looking appropriately flattered, the man gave a warm smile.  “You are a smooth talker, my travelling 
friend.”  He handed Mune back his weapon.  “As your sword has impressed me greatly, I shall accommodate 
your request.  Follow me.”  The owner lifted a section of the desk, allowing access to the forge. 

The area glowed with the fires of the handful of forges, but the coal feeding them ensured a healthy 
coat of black dust across all surfaces.  The sound of hammers hitting upon metal rang throughout the room. 



 

 

Nagahei spoke to Mune as they walked through the room.  “I have five apprentices to assist me, as 
the quota of weapons requested by my customers has increased markedly recently.  I originally focused on 
spears and engraving, but swords is now where the money is.” 

Mune counted the apprentices he could see.  “I only see four here.  Is the other away for the day?” 

The owner shook his head.  “Sengo?  No, he is here.  He is a secretive man, and sits out of view.  He is 
one of my strongest workers, and would work all day if I allowed him.  His work is exceptional.” 

“If that is so, I would like to meet him.  I can only improve by seeing the exceptional work of others, 
and accept any lessons they could give me.” 

“We can try.  He sits in the back corner, where the light is poorer.” 

The two men moved towards the back of the room, where the light seemed fearful of entering.  A 
small wall obstructed the view, but the glow of a forge was visible around it.  The pair turned the corner, and 
saw a figure sitting with their back to them. 

“Sengo?  I have a visitor.  He is a travelling swordsmith, seeking further knowledge.  He would 
appreciate a chance to see your work.” 

The figure did not turn, but picked up a sword from a stand to his left.  He held the blade over his 
shoulder, which the owner took with great care. 

“Do not mind him.  He talks very little.”  Nagahei handed the sword to Mune, which he took and 
looked over in appraisal. 

“This is a fine blade.  You do good work, Sengo.”  He carefully placed the sword back in the stand. 

The figure continued to work, seemingly unaware of the men.  As the pair turned to return to the 
front of the room, Mune looked to the swords on the rack.  Though the light was poor, he was almost certain 
he recognised one of the weapons. 

– X – 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 4 SCENE 2 

In the restaurant district of Kyoto, Mune and Nagahei discussed the art of sword making as they ate their meal.  
The forge owner had brought him here for the best sake in the city, which he said that the cook had a way of 
smuggling off the regular ship to Osaka.  The visitor appreciated the fine work of the drink’s producer, and 
enjoyed the restaurant’s exceptional cuisine. 

The city resident looked to his dinner guest.  “Like you, I travelled around Japan in my formative years 
to seek new methods to improve my skills.  Were there any particular smiths that helped you?” 

Mune thought for a moment.  “I found a lot of exceptional work in the Bizen Province, and the Saburo 
forge there stood out to me.” 

Nagahei nodded approvingly.  “Of course.  The methods of sword making that came from Bizen have 
produced great weapons.” 

“My master spoke with great respect of the swords produced by the Awataguchi forge. I am sure he 
mentioned that one of the blades produced there has remained in his family for many generations.  To visit 
this forge was one of the reasons I came to Kyoto, until your shop and forge caught my eye.” 

The forge owner laughed as he poured more sake for his companion and himself.  “I have to plead 
guilty to indulging in finery to get people’s attention.  With so many renowned forges, with such long histories, 
my reputation did not draw people to my forge as it did for others.”  He took a sip of his drink, closing his eyes 
as he savoured its flavour.  “My shop was modest before, but I still dressed it up nicely enough to draw the 
eye.  I was fortunate that a particular customer, who is my highest paying at the moment, noticed me.” 

Mune nodded as he drank some of his sake.  “You are lucky in that regard.  It helps one believe in fate 
when one small event makes such a large difference to your life.” 

“That it does, my friend.  As for the Awataguchi forge, its produce is believed to have fallen in quality 
since the death of their greatest smith.  Once Yoshimitsu died, their swords just did not seem the same.  The 
Rai forge stepped up and took the honour of the best forge from them.” 

“Your forge is not the best, Nagahei?” 

The portly man chuckled.  “Not yet.  I am currently benefitting from being noticed by a person of 
some importance, but that is only his preference.  I have many more customers to convince before I can hope 
to be considered as such.” 

“I am sure that it will come with time.  Were you the only person in your forge before you were 
noticed?” 

“I was.  Some years after starting my own forge, I considered taking on apprentices to share my 
knowledge.  I was too poor to do so for my first years, so I took the opportunity to recruit at the first chance.” 

Mune smiled.  “It is gracious of you to pass on your knowledge.  Some smiths I have met guard their 
secrets more jealously than they do their wives.” 

The jest, with some assistance from his liquor, prompted a hearty laugh from Nagahei.  “That they do, 
but those secrets don’t keep you warm at night.  And if the next generation does not learn your methods, of 
course the quality of work will lower.” 

“Indeed.  Did many wish to apprentice with you?” 

Nagahei shook his head.  “No.  Many think that long-time members of another forge looking to break 
out on their own were believed to have been dismissed, unless their name is known in the community.  Mine 
was not, but I wished to set my own path.  I started my forge eight years ago, and I took my first apprentice 
four years ago.” 

“Did the apprentice prove capable?” 



 

 

“They did, though it was a difficult decision to make to begin with.  Business was not good four years 
ago, especially in the aftermath of Honno-ji being destroyed.  There was fighting everywhere in the city, and 
no sane person wanted to live here.  But this one man came to me, hidden in the dirtiest robe I had ever seen, 
begging for any type of job.  I had seen rats in the street cleaner than him, but I remember the determination 
in the eyes under the hood.  I set him to cleaning the shop, since I was so busy making swords that the place 
was dirtier than a chimney neglected for decades.” 

Mune nodded .  “I did such jobs in my trainings.  I always thought the smiths did it as a discipline 
exercise, seeing who would do what needed to be done.” 

“I would have, but the shop was just plain dirty.  He was as meticulous as a castle servant, and the 
shop looked better than many of the others nearby.  One day, after finishing his duties, he watched me 
crafting a sword.  He begged me to teach him.  Since I was busy with a handful of customer orders, I did show 
him.  He had some difficulties to start with, but I helped him address them and mentored him.  More requests 
to apprentice with me came in, but none that I have taken on have been as good as him.” 

“You must be proud of him.” 

“I am.” 

“Can I hazard a guess to who your first apprentice was?  Was it Sengo?”  

Nagahei nodded. 

“If I can, Nagahei, I would like to find a way to speak to him.  The swords in his stand were 
exceptional, but one stood out to me.  I would be honoured for him to tell me of it.” 

“I can try, but I cannot guarantee that he will speak with you.  He is an intensely private person.  As 
his work is of such high quality, I respect his privacy.” 

– X – 

CHAPTER 4 SCENE 3 

Nagahei’s words proved correct.  Mune’s many requests to speak with the mysterious Sengo were all refused. 

However, the days that the visitor spent in the forge were not fruitless, as the other apprentices were 
more than happy to discuss their work and their methods.  They were all jovial and conversational, with many 
a night after work spent down in the temple district sampling the priest’s latest batches of sake.  They laughed 
at Nagahei’s refusal to join them, and teased his preference for liquor from outside the city. 

Mune and the apprentices walked down the main street of the temple district one night, surrounded 
by many other residents sharing their appreciation of the priest’s alcohol.  They took turns choosing with 
temple to visit, and the group made a large show of their drinking knowledge in front of a priest who was 
unimpressed with their jests.  The group was quickly moved on, told they were moving others on from their 
produce.  They moved off to their next choice, laughing at the touchiness of the temple residents. 

One of the apprentices looked to their guest.  “Do you have many temples in your hometown, 
Mune?” 

“We have some, but certainly not in the concentration that this city has.” 

“How is their sake? Does it compare favourably to what Kyoto shops produce?” 

“It is hard to say.  It comes down to personal preference, and the quality of the ingredients used.  The 
drink I have a preference was brought into Bizen from Kyushu Region.  Though the techniques of distilling for 



 

 

sake preparation were new to Kyushu, the quality of their produce is exceptional.  The moisture in the air as 
the rice rests, or the quality of their yeast, must be different to other areas of Japan.” 

The apprentice laughed.  “You sound like Nagahei.  He came along with us once, and left in disgust at 
what he tasted.  Now he only drinks what his preferred restaurant provides, although I hear of troubles in 
Osaka when what they receive is different to their approved list of goods.  He may just enjoy the fact that what 
he drinks is forbidden goods.” 

Mune nodded in agreement.  “That could be so.”  He spoke to the rest of the apprentices.  “How do 
you all find Nagahei as a mentor?” 

They all said he was the best mentor one could hope for; helpful while still keeping them busy enough 
to learn to handle the pressure of customers wanting their weapons sooner rather than later.  One apprentice 
said that their biggest customer was notorious for this, and the quantity of his orders were as if he was 
outfitting an army.  Though they were not privy to the identity of the customer, they had suspicions that it was 
the Daimyo of the East, Yasugawa. 

Mune thought over the information; it seemed he had found the forge that Hidetoyo had requested 
him to locate.  Now that he was fairly certain of this, he decided to ask questions of a different nature. 

“How many of you were in the city when the Honno-ji temple burned down?” 

Three shook their heads, indicating that they were not in the city at that time.  One, however, did live 
in Kyoto when the event happened. 

“It was chaos, Mune.  All the factions went into fits of conspiracy theories, with everyone from rival 
temples to high-bred families accusing each other of making a move to dominate the city.  The fighting went 
on for almost a year before everyone calmed down and saw reason.” 

“I can imagine.  A friend of mine was sent here around that time, and he never returned home.  His 
family still grieve for him, and hope that he may one day return.  But after missing for so long, it is a vain 
hope.  However, I have seen one thing in my time here that gives me hope.” 

They all looked at him, asking what it was that he saw. 

“Surprisingly, I saw it at your forge.  The short time that Nagahei used to introduce me to Sengo, I saw 
that the sword stand in his area had a particular blade.  I remember that it was my friend’s weapon; he 
showed it to me on our first day at the Castle we trained at.  Sengo must know something.” 

One of the apprentices gave a pessimistic laugh.  “You will have better luck overthrowing Yasugawa 
than getting any information out of Sengo.  He is but a shadow in the forge, and shares nothing with 
anyone.  He lives for his sword making.  None of us even know what he does when he is not in the forge, or 
where he lives.  I don’t think anyone has even seen his face properly, since he wears a hooded robe regardless 
of the weather.” 

Mune looked at them in surprise.  “And none of you are curious about this?” 

The apprentices all shrugged their shoulders.  They were either tired by the end of the day, or waiting 
to get out into the city and make use of their leisure time.  If Sengo did not want to come with them, or try to 
be a part of their group, they were happy to let him be. 

“That is a shame, gentlemen.  No person should be so isolated, even if they think they prefer it.  I will 
keep trying to speak with him; maybe he will finally relent one day.”  He looked to the sky, noting the location 
of the moon.  “However, it is time for me to return to my accommodation.  Thank you for your company 
tonight; my knowledge of sake has increased markedly.  I shall see you all soon.” 



 

 

They bid their farewells and waved as Mune departed, and they moved on to continue their 
assessment of the temples and their sake.  Knowing that this Sengo has Mura’s sword, he needed to find a way 
to get him to talk.  He considered ways of forcing the issue, if he could not get Sengo to meet with him 
willingly, as he walked back to his residence. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 4 SCENE 4 

Mune’s hopes of getting to know more of Sengo were quickly dashed.  Nagahei prevented him from entering 
the forge one day, informing him that the mysterious man had requested it.  The owner said that he did not 
want to, but customer orders were building up quickly, and he could not have anything in the forge distracting 
his apprentices. 

With no access to the forge, he knew that the avenues for finding out more about Sengo were 
narrowing.  The other apprentices knew little more than that he worked with them, and Nagahei had advised 
that he wished to respect the privacy of one of his most able workers.  Mune spent the day surveying the 
layout of the forge district, with more time allocated to what surrounded Nagahei’s shop.  The original builder 
must not have trusted their staff, as the only way to exit was to walk out the front door. 

As the sun lowered and dusk began to colour the city orange, Mune stood in a side alley that faced 
Nagahei’s shop.  He made sure that he stood out of view, so he did not draw attention.  The apprentices he 
had toured the temple district with left as darkness fell, looking weary from the hard days labour.  Around an 
hour after that, Nagahei stepped out.  He turned and yelled something back into the shop. 

A large amount of time passed, and the forge district had become silent.  Mune had begun to doze, 
but was brought back to attention by a metallic rattle.  He saw a cloaked figure locking up Nagahei’s shop, 
noting with interest that the person wore what looked like a metal gauntlets.  The person turned to the street, 
looking around as if they had a feeling they were being watched.  Moving deeper into the shadows, Mune 
waited until the figure moved away from the forge. 

Keeping pace with the cloaked person, but trailing back far enough for the sound of his boots on the 
ground to not give him away, Mune kept his eyes focused on his target.  The path taken was full of loops and 
side-tracks, and alternating between busy areas and quiet ones.  Despite this, Mune managed to keep track.  
Reaching the South Gate, the guards let the cloaked person pass easily.  When he tried to do the same, the 
guards stopped and queried why he was leaving the city at such a late hour. 

“I have been waiting months for the sword I commissioned Nagahei to create.  He told me that his 
most prized apprentice was on the job.”  He pointed after the cloaked figure.  “I paid handsomely, and yet his 
apprentice does not put in the extra time to prepare my weapon.  If I get called up for duty without a weapon, 
my master will be furious.” 

The guards looked at each other, as if trying to decide on the merit of his story.  After a quick warning 
to be careful, they let Mune through.  Surveying the lands surrounding the city in starlight seemed fruitless, 
until he noticed a small patch of orange light in the distance.  With nothing else to guide him, he made his way 
towards it. 

As he got closer to the source of the light, he saw that it was a small village.  Keeping behind trees, he 
saw that it was made up of ten modest huts, with the only movement due to the flicker of the flames in its 
centre.  He quietly moved out from the trees and headed towards it.  As he stood in the clearing between 
village and the trees, he looked around for any movement.  Sensing nothing, he moved closer. 

As he reached the first house, a figure stepped from it.  Wearing dark trousers and a long-sleeved 
white shirt with a hood, they held a sword in their gauntleted right hand.  A dry and rough voice came from 
underneath the hood. 

“If I had wanted you to follow me, I would have invited you.” 



 

 

Mune sized up the person, seeing them for the first time without a cloak or shrouded in darkness.  
“You are Sengo, I presume?” 

The figure nodded.  “I am.” 

  “I only had one question for you about that sword, so to have Nagahei keep me out of the forge was 
unnecessary.” 

“I go there to work, not to socialise.  Yasugawa is a hard customer to please, and the pace I keep is 
out of necessity.  That it means I do not speak to the other apprentices is a side effect.” 

Mune nodded to the weapon that Sengo held.  “Then answer me now.  Where did you get that 
sword?” 

“I found it when I assisted in clearing the debris of Honno-ji.  It was lying next to the charred remains 
of a severed hand, near the remains of Daimyo Nobuoda.  I took it before anyone else got the chance.” 

“I knew the person who wielded that weapon.  I have fought against that sword, and its importance 
to the family who have passed it down generations.  As you stole it, I only wish to return it to them.” 

Sengo laughed.  “It is not stealing.  It belonged to no-one when I found it, since whoever wielded it 
must have died in the fire.” 

Mune pulled his sword from its casing.  “You have one last chance to hand it over willingly, before I 
am forced to take it from you.” 

The figure assumed a starting pose.  “You will have to cut my hand off to take it.” 

Mune moved in quickly, trying to keep his emotion in check against Sengo.  He noted that the hooded 
fighter had excellent technique, though he seemed to be out of practice.  Mune easily pressed his advantage, 
but Sengo had just enough ability to avoid being overpowered.  Mune struck the man’s sword hand many 
times, trying to make him drop it without causing a mortal wound.  His sword rang against the gauntlet, but 
the hand never released. 

Sengo never attempted offence, only trying to defend Mune’s strikes.  Some faces peered out of the 
doors of other houses in the village, though they did not venture out.  The pair pushed into the centre of the 
village, with Mune pressing as hard as he could against his adversary.  Wearying quickly, Sengo tried to keep 
his footing as he was forced backwards.  Mune landed a hard strike, sending his adversary’s sword hand out of 
position.  He struck again, and to his shock, the gauntlet flew off Sengo’s arm, never releasing the sword. 

As the gauntlet and sword landed on the ground, Mune turned back to the defenceless Sengo.  The 
defeated fighter’s head was lowered, and his shoulders were shaking.  After putting away his sword, Mune 
pulled the hood away.  Small patches of hair stood amongst burned skin.  He lifted Sengo’s head, and looked 
upon a face that seemed made of melted red and black wax.  Despite this, Mune looked into the man’s eyes, 
and recognised them through the tears.  He gripped the crying figure in a tight embrace. 

“Gods, Mura!  What happened to you?” 
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 INTERMISSION 4 

Having found his long-lost friend, Mune stayed in Kyoto to spend time with Mura.  He was told how Mura 
awoke from unconsciousness in Nobuoda’s burning room, and through blinding pain managed to run through 
the flames and escape.  Mura fled from the city, and passed out from the pain of his burns in the village that 
they had duelled in.  The residents helped him slowly recover from his injuries, though the scars would never 
disappear. 

Once he had recovered, he returned to Kyoto and begged Nagahei for a job.  The forge owner grew to 
respect the badly burned and one-handed man, and made for a special gauntlet to assist his forging.  He 
became Nagahei’s first apprentice, and played a large part in the quality of swords that found the notice of 
Yasugawa. 

Between them, Hidetoyo and Yasugawa held the allegiances of all but one Province.  The two Daimyo 
united for a time in an unusual alliance, with the intention to defeat the warrior clan in the eastern lands of 
Sagami Province.  Though distrust remained from the battle where Yasugawa tried to defeat Hidetoyo using 
Nobuoda’s remaining armies, the two agreed to siege the Province in order to clear the path for the eventual 
Shogun.  With their combined strength, the pair handily defeated the warriors of Sagami Province. 

By virtue of having a larger number army, Hidetoyo became the recognised Daimyo of Japan.  In a 
show of good faith, he and Yasugawa agreed on two significant terms.  Hidetoyo granted Yasugawa the Kanto 
provinces they had conquered together, in return for Yasugawa handing over the control of his current lands to 
Hidetoyo.  Yasugawa’s request that a road be constructed between Kyoto and Edo, his newly designated 
hometown, was granted.  It was agreed that it was essential for the future unity and prosperity of the whole 
country. 

With his control of Japan recognised, Hidetoyo set his sights on a conquest he hoped would define his 
legacy.  He had been establishing diplomatic relations with his Korean neighbours, with the long-term aim of 
conquering China.  With Hidetoyo’s focus away from Japan, Yasugawa opted to remain in his new lands, 
looking to strengthen them for the future. 

With the construction of the Tokaido between Kyoto and Edo, Yasugawa requested that Nagahei 
establish a forge in Edo, and serve him as his official weapons supplier. Nagahei granted Mura the Kyoto forge.  
At the request of Hidetoyo, Mune established his own forge in Kyoto … 
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CHAPTER 5 SCENE 1 

Mune and Mura sat at their favourite restaurant in Kyoto, the area buzzing with activity as they indulged in 
some sake after a long day’s work.  Both of their forges were running at full capacity, getting the weaponry 
requested by Hidetoyo ready for his planned attack on Korea.  Other patrons looked at Mura out of the 
corners of their eye, disconcerted by the man wearing a white silk mask, revealing only his eyes and lips.  He 
knew that it was a peculiar thing to see, but what lay underneath would cause an even greater stir. 

Mura took a sip from his choko, and placed the ceramic cup on the table.  “So, Mune.  How many 
weapons did Hidetoyo commission you to produce?” 

Mune gave a small smile.  “Not many.  He seems to commission for his trusted men only.  When he 
made the decision that only trained warriors could bear arms, his quickly gained a large stockpile.” 

“I can imagine the stir that caused among the peasants.  Could you imagine our parents giving up 
their swords?” 

 “I think they would have more trouble getting used to the idea that they didn’t need one.” 

 With Hidetoyo’s assumption of power, he sought solutions to the long-term problems of the past.  He 
sought an accepted peace among the people.  To do so, one could not be a warrior and farmer.  Those who 
tended fields were made to hand in their weapons, while the decision for children and men to train to be 
warriors meant a permanent relocation to castle towns.  The rigidity grated on some, but the peace it helped 
usher was undeniable. 

 Mune nodded to Mura’s metal hand.  “How long did it take you to get used to fighting with that?  
When we fought in the village that handful of years ago, I noticed how stiff your strikes were.” 

 Mura looked at his attachment.  “I am still getting used to it in a fighting sense, since I have fallen out 
of training.  There is not much that can be done about strike quailty, since I don’t have the ability to twist my 
wrist.  It becomes a matter of turning your entire forearm, but it still cannot match my previous abilities.” 

 “I am sure a bit of training would help you retrieve your skills. In addition to the extra muscle you 
have put on from your forging, I am sure a new balance could be found.” 

 “You have a point.  If I ever became a teacher, I would be tempted to make every student an 
apprentice in a forge.  The work builds your arm strength, and would give them an appreciation of the work 
involved in creating a weapon.” 

 Mune nodded as he took a sip from his cup.  “Do you hear from Nagahei?  Does he enjoy Edo?” 

 Mura nodded.  “I receive letters, but not regularly.  Yasugawa keeps him busy, but he speaks well of 
the lands surrounding Edo.”  He gave a small laugh of sympathy as he drank his sake. 

 “That is the nature of being a smith, and I doubt that Yasugawa would be paying him poorly.” 

 “Indeed.  How long has it been since you have visited Bizen and Yamashiro provinces?” 

 Mune frowned in thought.  “It would have been at least three years.  My teachers would not be very 
happy, but when your superiors order you to do something for them, who are we to refuse?” 

 Mura lowered his head.  “I wish I could go there also, to see if there are any tricks I could learn that 
Nagahei never passed down to me.  But…  I cannot bring myself to go.” 

 “I believe I can understand that.  I am more than happy to share the knowledge from my travels with 
you, Mura.  The fact we are bound to different masters means nothing.” 

 A smile came through Mura’s mask.  “I have missed having someone to speak with.  For so long, I kept 
to myself because people would cringe at my appearance.  The cloak kept me from view, and the darkness it 
provided must have found a way into my mind.” 



 

 

 “That is understandable, but you have proven that your skills outshine what has happened.  You keep 
working at your craft, and I am sure that one day you could provide weapons to Hidetoyo and Yasugawa 
themselves.” 

 “That may be so, but your forge is giving my apprentices and I some worries.  You have proven yet 
again your skills at training your charges and keeping morale high.” 

 Mune laughed, raising his choko in a half-mocking toast.  “A little competition never hurts, my friend.  
If you ever felt like it, we could arrange some duels.  It would give our apprentices the chance to test the 
quality of the weapons they’ve made.” 

 Mura joined the laughter.  “That would be a sight to see.” 

 Draining his cup, and then looking to the tokkuri now empty of sake, Mune yawned and stretched his 
arms.  “We best get some sleep.  Just because our work orders are not reaching the roof, it does not mean 
there is not work to be done.” 

 Mura finished his drink.  “That is so.  Same time next month?” 

 “Of course.  Keep those apprentices of yours in line.  Be sure to mention to them the weapon testing 
we spoke of, and see what their reactions are.  I would be interested to know.” 

 “I shall.” 

 Waving farewell to his friend, Mura left the restaurant and returned to his forge.  Since Nagahei had 
left for Edo, he had added a small room above the forge area to reside in.  The area had previously been a 
store of forgotten things that his former master had never got around to sorting.  He had cleared some of the 
clutter to make the space he needed, but he still tried to find the time to find an order to the items. 

 Not feeling tired enough to go to bed, Mura began to sort through a section of the unsorted things.  
Small chests contained notes from long ago, with the basics of sword making that Nagahei had taught Mura 
when he graduated from cleaning the forge.  There were some old weapons, some broken and some rusted, 
pieces of broken forge parts, and discarded repair equipment. 

 As he tried to achieve a sense of order with the neglected items, Mura uncovered another chest.  This 
one was different to the others, being more ornate and feeling more important.  Mura blew away the dust and 
coal, and opened it.  Inside were not papers, but scrolls.  Unrolling one, he saw that it was a detailed account 
of engraving. 

 He yawned as he replaced the scroll.  Closing the chest, he carried it to his room placed it with his 
personal possessions.  Though he did not have the time to read it now, he would try and make the time to 
consider the chest and its contents. 
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CHAPTER 5 SCENE 2 

Over the next month, Mura read through the scrolls once the forge had closed.  With the level of detail in the 
writing and illustrations, and the chest that contained them, it was obvious that the content of the scrolls were 
considered valuable to someone.  Why they would be buried in amongst Nagahei’s discarded things puzzled 
Mura. 

 More than just a detailed account of engraving, the scrolls discussed the power of it and what 
properties it could add to weaponry.  Such an idea Mura had never encountered before, and eagerly read all of 
the information that the chest contained.  Nagahei had never spoken of any of the ideas presented in the 
scrolls, and Mura had never seen the symbols discussed used by him. 



 

 

 According to the scrolls, the power of the symbol could be infused into a weapon.  If the smith 
channelled the pure and focused emotion that a symbol represented, it could pass into the weapon as it was 
constructed.  The power transfer was described as stronger when in direct contact with the wielder. 

 Mura considered the possibility of using the technique in his work.  The problem with doing so was 
channelling the required emotion, as the scroll described it as the hardest part of the whole process.  If the 
emotion put into the sword was not strong enough, it would cause the strength of the sword’s blade to 
become brittle or prone to rust. 

 After seeing those words one night, Mura selected three blades from the pile that he had made 
sorting through the area.  The symbols shown in the scrolls were engraved into the blades, either in clear view 
on broken blades or hidden under a layer of red rust.  Nagahei had tried to put the knowledge of the scrolls to 
use, Mura thought to himself, but it appeared that the level of emotion he channelled into these weapons had 
not been enough to complete the binding. 

 Putting the weapons aside, he looked at the scrolls and the descriptions of the symbols.  The 
descriptions were both good and bad, so a weapon could be made to empower a person who wielded it.  On 
the other hand, it could also weaken the person if the symbol was of a negative emotion. 

 Looking back on his life, Mura realised just how much negativity there had been in it.  Though he had 
had his triumphs, the pain and anguish seemed to far outweigh them.  He had been constantly teased by other 
children in his childhood, which had continued even into his training days at Himeji Castle.  He had his good 
years after winning the Challenge Tournament, where he had earned respect and flourished as a person.  That 
all changed when he had been betrayed and left to burn in the Honno-ji, with his fighting abilities destroyed by 
the loss of his sword hand.  The following years had been filled with intense physical and mental pain. 

 He felt his anger rising to the surface, alongside profound shame of himself and resentment of the 
people who had caused these memories that darkened his life.  Wiping away the tears he had found running 
down his face, Mura realised that he could not possibly use the information in these scrolls.  With so much 
anger and negativity within him, and realising the strength of those feelings, having those channelled into a 
weapon would mean terrible things for anyone wielding them. 

 During his days at the forge, Mura began to feel the negative emotion in him building.  His 
apprentices seemed to sense it also, as they approached him hesitantly when they needed help or wished to 
discuss something.  He did not feel like he had changed his balance of pushing them to complete their work 
and helping them, but something must have changed for them to be this way.  A sudden influx of new orders 
for weapons, alongside tighter timeframes than normally accepted, had been received in preparation for 
Hidetoyo’s planned movement into Korea.  The only comfort Mura could find was that if he was snowed 
under, Mune would be more so as Hidetoyo’s favourite supplier. 

 At nights, the nightmares had begun to take a larger hold of him.  Mura had always tried to work as 
hard as possible, as physical exhaustion could keep the night terrors at bay.  Even with the longer hours to 
meet the commitments of the forge, the recollected horrors of escaping the Honno-ji as his skin burned from 
his face woke him with an increasing regularity.  And if it was not those memories, the early days of constant 
teasing from the other children in his village took their place.  Those recollections were especially painful, as 
he remembered that he had never felt it possible to ask for help from his father.  With his father the most 
renowned fighter in the village, Mura felt that admitting weakness would be shameful to him. 

 With these feelings beginning to take hold of his mind, Mura reconsidered his position on testing the 
information contained in the scrolls.  The sound of his working at the forge rang late into the night, as he did 
not want to chance not fulfilling his orders.  He did his best to channel positive emotion when he engraved and 
forged, but the decomposition of the swords was telling.  Despite hours of uncompromising hammering, 
blades broke upon their first strike to the forge’s testing log.  Others rusted overnight as if they had been the 
worst possible metal submerged in a stream for decades. 

 As the time drew near for his regular catch-up with Mune, his failure at transferring positive energy 
into his weapons fuelled further discontent in Mura’s mind.  He considered if he should share this knowledge 
with his friend.  Mune had always been able to bring out the best in everything and everyone, and Mura did 



 

 

not know if he would be able to accept the possibility that his only friend could unmistakably surpass him in 
forging skill. 

 Mura shored up his faith in his own ability, and would bring up the new information with Mune at 
their next meeting. 
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CHAPTER 5 SCENE 3 

The pair opted to have their monthly meeting at Mura’s forge, instead of their regular restaurant.  Mune 
carefully made his way to the forge, avoiding his regular route so he was not noticed.  The rumour mill was 
constantly turning in the district, and any information that indicated shops were working together could cause 
a large amount of discontent.  The two men had avoided rumours due to people having learned of their 
childhood friendship, but no suspicion was raised as long as they were seen together in public places. 

Sitting on the floor of his room, Mura showed the chest to Mune. They sat and looked through its 
contents.  Mune took some time to read through the first scroll before looking to his friend. 

 “I had heard stories of such a craft during my travels.  From what I remember, the whole idea of 
channelling human emotion into an inanimate object was disregarded as false folklore.” 

 Mura nodded as he considered the chest.  “Whoever put together these scrolls took a lot of effort to 
do so.  To keep the information in such an elaborate chest means the art was held in high regard.” 

 “That is true.  Nagahei may have not been able to use the information, so it got left in his pile of 
discarded materials.” 

 Mura retrieved the swords he had found, and showed them to Mune.  “He tried to use it.  You can see 
the engravings.  Other scrolls had it written that the quality of the weapon was strongly linked to the emotion 
used.” 

 Mune shook his head.  “When you are creating your weapons, what do you think of as you hammer 
them into shape?” 

 “I do not think of anything.  I focus on preparing the weapon in time for the customer, which keeps 
me motivated.” 

 “That is surprising.  I know that when I am angry at something or frustrated, I hammer harder than I 
otherwise would.”  He gave his friend a considering look.  “I do not mean to offend, but the events in your life 
would push others to their limits.” 

 Mura stared at the chest, deciding if he should share the fact that his mind had been discontented 
recently.  “Such things may sit in the back of my mind, but I certainly do not imagine someone I dislike as the 
raw materials I am forging into a weapon.” 

 “Good man.  You are a better than me in that regard.  Let us look at some of the other scrolls.” 

 The pair continued to read through the scrolls, discussing some of the things that they read.  As Mune 
read, Mura retrieved the swords he had tried to create using the information contained in the chest.  The two 
objectively considered Mura’s failed attempts, looking at the break on the broken sword to consider if the 
metal itself was of bad quality.  The folds within the blade looked like glass. The other sword had continued its 
degradation, with the rust eating holes in the blade. 

 “These are unprecedented, Mura.  Glass would have melted in the heats we use to forge and temper 
the blades, so to have remained in the blade past that point…  It is unheard of.”  He nodded to the rusted 
weapon that had been placed to the side.  “As for the rust…” 



 

 

 Mura completed Mune’s sentence.  “It is unheard of, I know.  But since I tried the methods in the 
scrolls to create them, there has to be some merit to what is in the scrolls.” 

 Mune picked up another scroll, and spent some time reading through it.  “One instance here 
describes channelling blood lust into a weapon.  To create such a weapon could be disastrous; in the hands of 
the wrong person, it could create war for the sake of it.” 

 “It could be that such weapons were destroyed.  The scrolls say that though you could channel 
emotion into the sword, it does not say that it makes them indestructible.” 

 “Some of the emotions discussed as being channelled are unbelievable.  Self-doubt, self-loathing, 
depression…  Someone may be tempted to give such weapons to an enemy.  Could you imagine a weapon 
eating away at an enemy’s mind, until they lost their will to fight, or even their will to live?” 

 Mura thought about the possibilities.  “I do not deny that I would have considered such things once, 
Mune.  I would certainly have given such a weapon to Mitsaki, if he had not died in the battle with Hidetoyo.  
The bullies from my childhood are far away now, so it is unlikely they will ever cross my path again.  There are 
no ill feelings for me to channel.” 

 Mune looked at his friend, seeing the terrible damage to his face.  “I am thankful that you have such 
inner peace.  Achieving the success you have, in spite of the challenges life has placed in your path, shows you 
are a person of considerable resolve.” 

 Mura gave a smile.  “Thank you for the kind words.” 

 Mune placed the scroll back into the chest, then stood and stretched.  “It looks to be a long day 
tomorrow.  The orders seem to have picked up recently.  I may need to consider a new apprentice to assist 
with keeping up to speed.”  He nodded to the chest.  “We should read through the rest of the scrolls.  Maybe 
bring one you consider more important than others to our next meeting, and you can share your thoughts with 
me.” 

 Mura also stood, picked up the chest and placed it back in its corner of the room.  “I shall do so.  Even 
if we cannot find a way to use this, there may still be useful information.” 

 “You would need to be careful there.  You know that the other smiths would be quick to notice a 
sudden change in your creations.  They do not get to have their own forge in Kyoto if they do not have a 
falcon’s eye for their craft, and how their competition compares to their own handiwork.” 

 The two bid their farewells, and Mune descended the steps and exited into the night.  Mura quickly 
made his way to bed, though the ideas put forth by the scroll and his friend played on his mind until he fell to 
sleep. 
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CHAPTER 5 SCENE 4 

Mura created two more swords using the knowledge of the scrolls, yet the weapons were ultimately as useless 
as their predecessors.  One sword was slightly sturdier, managing ten strikes against the testing log before 
shattering into tiny fragments.  The other blade, instead of reflecting light, seemed to absorb it.  To add further 
insult to Mura’s forging skills, the blade’s edge refused to sharpen. 

 He and Mune discussed the scrolls further over several meetings at Mura’s forge, with his friend 
reading over the instructions of the old texts and inspecting the newer pair of failed weapons.  Mura’s 
weapons before using the scrolls were at least the equal of any other to be found in Kyoto, so for these to 
behave as they had defied explanation. 

 Mura looked to his friend with a frustrated glare.  “I have forged every piece of positive energy I have 
into these weapons, and it has all been for nothing.” 



 

 

 Mune placed a consoling hand on his shoulder.  “I understand the pride you take in your abilities, 
Mura.  It may be impossible to make the weapons work at all using the power of the engravings.” 

 “This is my chance to really step into my own as a weapons maker.  This could allow me to make 
weapons that stand the test of time, as our family’s weapons have.” 

 “Consider this thought, and please do not misunderstand me.  You say your positive energy is not 
enough to create a stable weapon.  There may be the chance that the maker’s life experience plays a part 
when the engravings are used.” 

 Mura’s look hardened.  “You are suggesting that I will not be able to ever use the knowledge of the 
scrolls?” 

 “Not at all, my friend.  The purity of emotion is described in the texts.  You may be unwittingly 
sabotaging yourself by remembering your past.  Any positive emotion you try to channel may be weakened by 
the negative impact of your past.” 

 “But I will never be able to forget the events of my life.  It has driven me to get to where I am today, in 
spite of what has happened.”  He held up his metal right hand, while pointing to his scarred face with his other 
hand.  “Name one person who could forget what caused these?” 

 “You almost said what I suspect.  Your resolve to overcome is your strength in one regard, but it some 
situations it could become a weakness.  The events of your life focus the intensity of your motivation, but 
trying to push positive emotion into a weapon may not be possible because of them.” 

 Mura looked down at his arm, his anger easy to see.  “Then this is the most unfair thing to have 
happened to me.  The chance to make the weapon that would define me, yet what I am is what prevents me 
from achieving it.”  He slammed the chest’s lid down, and then looked to Mune.  “The only way to prove the 
truth of your thoughts is for you to attempt to forge a weapon using the knowledge.  Take the scrolls; they are 
obviously useless to me.” 

 Mune looked at the chest.  “None of what I have said was meant as insult, Mura.  Even if you do not 
follow the processes that the scrolls describe, your weapons are as worthy as the next smith’s.  I will accept 
your offer to attempt what you have, but I am happy for you to take them back if you change your mind.” 

 The scarred smith shook his head forcefully.  “Just take them.  To have them remain with me would 
remind me of my failures.” 

 “Very well.  But my offer stands; say the word and I shall return them.”  Mune reopened the chest to 
place back the scrolls they had discussed, then reclosed and locked it.  “You shall be the first person to know of 
my results.” 

 The pair descended the stairs, and gave each other reserved farewells. 

 For the next month, Mura fell deeper into his distress.  His nightmares grew more vivid, which he 
thought was impossible.  He barely noticed the arrivals and departures of his apprentices, becoming again the 
shadow in the back of what was now his forge.  Information of the impending movement into Korea filtered 
from the Western provinces, including news that his former tormentors from his training days at Himeji Castle 
had become generals in Hidetoyo’s army.  This tore at Mura, making him intensely jealous and bitter that they 
had reached heights that he should have. 

 For their next meeting, Mune invited his friend to his own place.  The rival forge was presented 
grandly, as would be expected of Hidetoyo’s preferred supplier.  They moved past the front room and into the 
forge itself.  Mura noticed its uncanny cleanness; one would be hard pressed to find a grain of dust.  As they 
reached Mune’s forge, there stood was an ornate stand where the completed weapons were held. 



 

 

 Mune looked to his friend with a hint of hesitation.  “As was the case with you, my first efforts proved 
woeful.”  He opened a rectangular box that sat next to the stand, and pulled out a pair of swords that were 
pitifully edged and reflected light terribly.  Mura assessed the weapons, feeling a small sense of relief that his 
friend had also failed.  “However, my latest effort using the knowledge of the scrolls is amazing.” 

 He pulled out a modest casing from the box, and held it out for Mura.  He warily removed the 
weapon, not sure what to expect.  The blade just above the hilt had the symbol of strength engraved into it.  
As he removed the rest of the sword, he was almost blinded by the light that reflected off it.  Mura looked to 
the light source, a small lamp with a wax candle inside, then back to the weapon.  It was the most beautifully 
forged blade he had ever seen. 

 Mune looked at Mura.  “I did exactly as the scrolls described, and this was the result.” 

 Mura placed the sword back in its casing, and held it back to Mune.  The anger and jealousy in his 
eyes was visible through the welling tears. 

 “You always were better than me.  I should be resigned to it.” 

 “Please do not be like this, Mura.  I took no pride from achieving what you could not.”  He looked 
down at the sword in its casing.  “Where do we go from here?” 
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INTERMISSION 5 

Hidetoyo’s forces in Korea quickly overran their opponents, taking control of their capital Seoul.  After half a 
year of fighting and the Japanese pushing to conquer further lands, the Chinese joined the conflict in aid of the 
Koreans.  Though it took over a year to do so, the Chinese defeated Hidetoyo and his forces, making them leave 
Seoul. 

 The next two years would be spent with Hidetoyo’s representatives negotiating the terms of the peace 
deal with the Chinese Emperor.  Token forces from each side remained in Korea during this time. 

 During this time, the issue of who would succeed Hidetoyo became a complicated affair.  His only son 
died at a young age, and Hidetoyo’s half-brother was named successor.  The half-brother died not long after, so 
Hidetoyo adopted his nephew Toyosugu and named him the new inheritor of the realm.  When his wife 
unexpectedly had a son the following year, Hidetoyo forced Toyosugu to commit suicide in order to pass the 
successorship to his newborn.  The events caused those in Japan to question if Hidetoyo’s family should 
continue to rule, and the foundations of alliances began to crumble.  The people began to consider Yasugawa, 
who had been an advisor to Hidetoyo, as an alternative. 

 With Mura’s blessing, Mune presented the weapon created with the knowledge of the scrolls to 
Hidetoyo.  The Daimyo of Japan was amazed by the worksmanship, and the weapon became renowned.  The 
fame that followed Mune caused Mura to become bitter, as he had found the information yet not been able to 
use it.  In a show of good faith, Mune made copies of all the scrolls and gave the originals back to his friend.  
Mura left his forge one night with only the chest of scrolls, never to return. 

 The peace negotiations seem to be heading for failure, and Mune has had a flood of requests for his 
famous weapons.  While he struggles with the newfound fame and demand, another continues in their jealous 
attempts to prove themselves the better man… 

– X – 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 6 SCENE 1 

The reflection of the forge’s flame intensified the manic glare in Mura’s eyes.  In the remote location that he 
had set up his forge, he had no need of a cloak or mask to hide behind.  The fire made the red amongst the 
black seem like his face burned still, and deepened the shadows caused by the rage contorting his features. 

 He hammered mercilessly at the materials he was forging.  Behind him sat a pile of broken weapons, 
constantly reminding him of the past five years of failure.  While he was failing miserably, he thought angrily, 
Mune was in Kyoto and the toast of the country’s weapons community for the sword he had presented to 
Hidetoyo.  Despite the depths of his fury, it was not directed at his friend.  It was at himself, and his inability to 
match his friend’s accomplishment of imbuing a sword with the power of the engravings. 

 As he finished the forging of the weapon, he went to the nearby riverbed and placed it in the shallow 
waters to cool.  As the blade lost his redness and began its transition to grey, Mura engraved the symbol for 
protection into it.  Once the weapon had completely cooled, he took it back to the small bamboo hut near the 
forge.  Hanging it from hooks in the wall, he lay down on his small reed mat and quickly fell asleep. 

 He dreamed of the day he would present his weapon to the person who ruled Japan.  He never saw 
the person’s face in his dream, but he recognised the location as Hidetoyo’s personal courtyard in Osaka 
Castle.  Carrying the sword in an exquisite casing, he knelt before the figure and held it out for them.  The 
weight lifted, and the quiet sound of the weapon being removed from its casing came from above.  After a 
time, he was requested to rise.  The figure had a sword in their belt, which they removed.  The two blades 
were held side by side.  Mura’s sword was then raised high, and the other was dropped to the courtyard floor.  
As others gathered to inspect the ruler’s new blade, he looked to the discarded weapon.  Recognising the 
symbol on it, he knew it was Mune’s. 

 Mura awoke with a start.  The morning was cold, but he had grown used to the conditions.  He looked 
to the new weapon, which reflected the first rays of the morning sun beautifully.  Happy with this, he removed 
the blade and stepped outside his hut.  A light mist stood low to the ground as he walked towards the tree he 
tested his weapons on.  Looking at the sword, he could see no fault with it.  As he reached the tree, which bore 
the marks of previous testings, he placed the sword in his metal hand.  As he directed a standard horizontal 
slash to the tree trunk, the blade liquidated on impact. 

 Staring in shock at the puddle of water that was a blade some seconds ago, he looked to the hilt in his 
hand to see what remained.  It was as if the blade had never been there.  A howl of frustrated anguish escaped 
him, which reverberated through the surrounding woods.  He threw the hilt to the ground, and black soil flew 
as he kicked the useless weapon away.  He fell to his knees and started punching the ground. 

 “Why won’t it work?  I have done everything described in those cursed scrolls!  Why must I be 
tormented like this!  I am the best weapons maker in the whole known world!  This should not happen!” 

 After a time, he raised his dejected figure from the forest floor and retrieved the hilt.  He slowly 
walked back to his forge, his face showing a blank stare and no emotion.  As he reached his workplace, he 
threw the hilt amongst the pile of broken weapons.  Sitting on the small chair inside the forge, Mura turned to 
the shadows behind the door and pulled out the chest. 

 He spent the rest of the day intensely studying the words in the scrolls, trying to find the piece of 
information that was denying him his dream of using the power it described.  As the sun began to set, he 
placed the scrolls back in the chest and put it back behind the door.  He stared out of the door into the quiet 
and peaceful forest, at a loss for what it was that he should do. 

 He collected some vegetables from a small patch nearby, and made a modest soup for his dinner.  He 
knew he needed strength to continue his work, but the day had drained him of any motivation.  Hearing the 
sounds of small creatures rustling through the trees above, and the soft steps of rabbits nearby, did nothing to 
stir him.  Finishing the soup, he lay down on his mat.  As he had not exerted himself, and his mind ran over the 
steps in his process of forging weapons, the sleep did not come quickly.  When he did, the same dream came 
again. 



 

 

 When he woke the next morning, Mura considered his options.  He could accept defeat, and forge his 
weapons as he had before.  He could make the long trip to Edo, and beg Nagahei to tell him why he could not 
use the knowledge.  Though this location was far removed from any villages, he would still be able to reach the 
East Sea Road and walk to Yasugawa’s flourishing home city in less than four days. 

 He could return to Kyoto, but did not see why he should.  Mune would likely have the largest forge in 
the whole city, showing its once unimaginable success in its fittings and decorations.  Seeing it would only push 
him further into despair, which he knew would likely make him take his own life in shame. 

 Mura decided to make the trip to Edo, believing the time it would take would help distract his mind.  
Once he reached Nagahei, he was certain that his former master would have strong words for him.  After being 
scolded for leaving the forge and essentially disappearing, Mura would attempt to discuss the contents of the 
scrolls.  He could only hope that Nagahei would have some information that could enlighten and guide him. 

 His trek to join the road to Edo was uneventful.  Once he reached it, the road was busy with travellers 
heading for both Edo and Kyoto.  He put his cloak on, blending in many others who were also wearing them.  
The talk that Mura heard was centred on the progress of the peace talks, with many saying that they had 
broken down completely and Hidetoyo was sending the bulk of his forces back to Korea. 

 Another piece of information that caught his ear was that Yasugawa had begun to take on religious 
figures as his advisors and representatives.  The Eastern Daimyo had begun to repair the temples that 
Nobuoda had destroyed in his attempt to remove rivals of any description.  A name he heard enough times to 
remember it was Kaizuiten.  The man was described as a Buddhist monk, and Yasugawa’s envoy to Kyoto. 

 The handful of days finally yielded to Mura the city of Edo.  It had indeed grown in splendour since 
Yasugawa had been presented the Kanto region by Hidetoyo earlier in the decade.  From its imposing walls to 
the many people bustling through its East Gate, one would be forgiven for thinking this was the capital of 
Japan and not Kyoto. 

 Mura requested some guidance to the Nagahei forge from the gate’s guards.  Looking suspiciously at 
him due to the deepness of his hood, the pointed him in the requested direction and moved him on quickly to 
avoid congestion around the gates. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 6 SCENE 2 

Mune was woken by the spring sunlight flooding into his residence.  He was grateful for the earlier rising of the 
sun that came with spring, as the orders for his weapons were being placed faster than he could forge them.  
As he ate his morning meal and got dressed, he began to wonder if his fame was a blessing or a curse.  When 
everyone knows you and wants your goods, he thought to himself, the weight of their expectations begin to 
wear you down. 

 He left his house and walked to the forge district.  The larger stream of income had allowed him to 
buy any residence he desired, yet he had bought a large place on the basis of how close it was to his forge.  
The easy travel to and from work was a benefit he appreciated, as it allowed him more time to ensure the 
craftsmanship on his weapons was as ideal as possible. 

 Reaching his forge, he unlocked the front door and entered the office area.  The room had always 
been attractively decorated due to Mune being the preferred weapons supplier to Hidetoyo, but the income 
from the engraved swords had changed this.  With the gold trim on the edges of the desk, statues of famous 
warriors created to scale, and the exquisite detailing on the silk cushions, the room turned it into an 
indulgence for one’s eyes. 

 As he had expected, he was the first to arrive.  He had installed a back door to the forge, allowing the 
apprentices to get to their workstations without being caught in the swarms of customers who would descend 
on the shop.  He checked each of the forges that his apprentices used, ensuring that everything was in perfect 
working order.  As he reached his own in the centre of the large room, he took in the large and deeply detailed 



 

 

wardrobe.  Opening it, he looked at the dozen or so weapons he had created using the knowledge he had 
gained from Mura. 

 The thought of his friend, who had disappeared without a trace, saddened him.  He began to feel 
some guilt for his success, knowing that it was his Mura’s trust in him regarding the scrolls that had allowed 
him to take the artistry of his craft to a revered level.  He may have given him the scrolls out of frustration at 
his own failings, but he had not stopped Mune in making his own attempts.  He could only imagine what Mura 
was doing now. 

 After he assessed each weapon and placed them back, he thought to himself that none of them were 
the equal of his first effort.  They were all some of the strongest blades that had ever been forged, but the 
immaculate finish of his initial sword had never again been met.  He thought that it would please Hidetoyo to 
know he had the greatest weapon in the whole land. 

 He had two hours to himself before the apprentices all came in to the forge, each greeting Mune with 
a reverent bow.  Where they had always seen him as a benevolent teacher of the craft, it seemed now that 
they believed him touched by the gods.  He was always appreciative of being shown respect, as long as he 
believed it was earned fairly.  That he earned it at the expense of his friend always sat uncomfortably with him. 

 Putting aside his work for a moment, he walked the forge room floor and spoke with each of his ten 
apprentices.  Taking an interest in their work and development had come naturally to him, as his army days 
had taught him that all teams were as strong as its weakest link.  Knowing the jealousy that some could have 
of their abilities and knowledge, Mune had always ensured that new techniques or small items of knowledge 
was shared amongst all of them.  His forge was to be a united front at all times, and that his customers be 
certain of the finest weapons no matter which apprentice forged it. 

 As was expected, many people came to the forge’s office as Mune opened after midday.  For the most 
part, they were army delegates who had been sent to collect weapons at the behest of their leaders.  The well-
off and noble also visited regularly, demanding that Mune accept their requests and that any price would be 
accepted.  He had increased the price regularly, but it never seemed enough to stop the demand by any 
meaningful degree. 

 As his customers arrived to receive their orders, Mune retrieved the goods and passed them over the 
counter.  The others in line would watch the person leave with thinly veiled envy, believing it was one of the 
mystical Mune blades.  He took a small measure of pride in the way customers would handle their weapons 
when he handed them over, taking them as if the gods had granted them the most wonderful gift they could 
imagine.  Reverence of the weapon was acceptable, but reverence of its maker was not. 

 The number of people collecting their goods decreased as the afternoon wore on.  The messengers 
arrived to deliver the mail towards the end of each day, giving Mune a chance to rest form his day of forging 
weapons and socialising with customers.  He sorted through the letters, many of them the expected requests 
from far-away nobles.  As he added those letters to his bulging orders box, he looked to the next letter on the 
desk. The lack of detail made it stand out amongst the others, with no intricate emblems or drawings. 

 He looked to the wax seal, which also was non-descript.  He broke it, and unfolded the letter to assess 
its contents.  Mune read the words with great joy.  The best possible news had arrived in the most humble of 
packages. 

 It was a letter from Mura, advising him that he had gone to Edo to see his former mentor Nagahei.  
The time he had spent there had helped him refocus on his craft after the years of constant failure, and that 
Nagahei had explained to him some unknown details of the scrolls.  An unexpected event had occurred that he 
did not explain in great detail, but it had led to Mura successfully creating the weapon that had eluded him for 
so long.  The pride in his friend lit up Mune’s face. 

 The letter went on to state that Yasugawa had commissioned Nagahei to create some weapons for 
Hidetoyo to assess.  The former Eastern Daimyo had requested that his master consider weapons forged in 
Edo, as he believed the focus on training and development he had encouraged in his new lands was finally 
bearing reward.  There would be a formal meeting held at Hidetoyo’s castle in Osaka, with selected smiths 



 

 

from Kyoto and Edo presenting their goods for inspection.  Nagahei had been invited, and a request to allow 
Mura to present his own new creation was granted. 

 Putting the letter to the side, Mune finished sorting the remaining letters.  True to the words in 
Mura’s letter, a message from Osaka Castle requested Mune to visit and present the best examples of his 
works for assessment.  He promptly wrote a letter of acceptance. 

 As the sun set, the apprentices farewelled Mune as they departed.  Giving the office and forge areas a 
quick inspection, he locked up his shop for the night.  With the good news from his friend, he decided to eat 
out tonight after dropping off his letter to Osaka Castle at the South Gate’s postal room. 

 He would finally see his friend again. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 6 SCENE 3 

The city of Osaka buzzed with activity.  In the same way that Yasugawa had transformed Edo, Hidetoyo had 
done the same to his adopted city.  It had transformed from a quiet village into a centre of seaside commerce 
many years ago, but the Daimyo of Japan rebuilding its castle and declaring it his residence had raised its 
prominence amongst the rest of the country.  Though Kyoto remained the nation’s capital, Edo and Osaka had 
become the places to be. 

 Mune had inquired his way to the forge district, and found it a less prominent area of the city than 
Kyoto.  The area was full of people, some that he recognised at rival smiths in Kyoto.  After walking through 
the streets for an hour or so, he finally found Mura with his mentor Nagahei.  The pair greeted each other 
warmly, as friends did after a long absence.  By the end of the first day in Osaka, it was as if the years had not 
passed. 

 Mune had the rare chance of speaking with Mura’s mentor, and found that Nagahei was indeed a 
master of his craft.  The weapons that he had carried with him from Edo were of outstanding quality and 
design, and were sure to test the abilities of the Kyoto smiths when the Daimyo considered the weapons of the 
two cities. 

 Nagahei considered his past apprentice’s friend.  “Mura has told me much about you.  The pair of you 
have known each other for a long time now.” 

 Mune nodded.  “Indeed we have.  We met on the first day of training at Himeji Castle… twenty-five 
years ago.  My goodness, I feel as if there should be some grey strands.”  He jokingly ran his hand through the 
side of his hair. 

 The older man nudged his former pupil, who still hid his face under the hood of his cloak.  “I can 
imagine that you two were as thick as thieves back in the day.  Your training years are never easy, with the 
constant competition for rank and other students trying to assert their dominance in any way possible.” 

 “That is true.  Mura had it hard in the beginning, but he proved himself the better of those who sank 
to childish tricks and taunts.” 

 Mura walked with his head lowered, ensuring no-one could see his face.  Many people walking past 
considered him, suspecting that this was the ‘Faceless Smith’ who had disappeared from Kyoto and suddenly 
reappeared in Edo. 

 Nagahei continued his interrogation.  “Where did you learn your smithing arts, Mune?” 

 “I accompanied Hidetoyo to Bizen some fifteen years ago, around the time of Nobuoda’s unexpected 
demise.”  He looked to Mura, not knowing if mentioning that time would cause distress.  “The time spent 
there was truly enlightening, with many of the smiths renowned for their works.  After that, I spent some time 
travelling in Yamashiro province.” 



 

 

 “Those are indeed great places to learn the art of weapons forging.  Do many smiths remain in Bizen 
and Yamashiro, or have they followed the army into the castle towns?” 

 “The old makers are too settled in to ever leave.  But the younger smiths learn what they can, and 
then move into the castle towns as you said.  You go where the work and money is.  Such is the way of the 
world in these modern times.” 

 After the trio had spent the day touring Osaka, admiring the city’s amenities and the towering castle 
that Hidetoyo resided in, they bought some fresh produce from the market and selected a residence to use for 
the next week.  Eating a fresh meal and drinking some quality sake, the three men talked well into the night 
about their crafts. 

 Nagahei seemed intent to keep up with the younger men in the drinking stakes, but had not been 
able to do so.  In a slurred voice, he recounted his earlier days and his remembrances of Mura’s time as his 
apprentice. 

 “I tell you, Mune, this boy was the most pig-headed person you would ever meet.  Tell him he could 
not do something, and he would find a way to.  I told him the two-storey high forge chimney could not be 
cleaned by a one-armed man, yet he found a way.  He was black as a winter midnight when he came back 
down, and had worn clean through the soles of his boots from supporting himself, but he did it.”  He gave a 
friendly nudge to Mura, who returned a small smile and continued his reserved drinking. 

 “A stubborn man he is, Nagahei.  I remember the many nights we sparred in Himeji, where I was able 
to always defeat him with this one trick.  The sulking that followed was highly amusing.”  He looked to Mura, 
who was giving him an indignant look.  He gave him his tell-tale wink.  “Then he finally managed to catch me 
out, and in the final of the Challenge Tournament no less.” 

 The old man nodded, raising his cup to Mura in praise of the accomplishment.  “Ah yes, to win one of 
those tournaments was always a big deal for the victors.” 

 Mune looked to his friend.  “When do you plan to let me inspect this weapon of yours?  The letter you 
sent me was almost dripping with pride in finally accomplishing what you had struggled with for so long.” 

 Mura gave him a knowing smile.  “When all the weapons are inspected by Hidetoyo, you shall see 
along with everyone else.” 

 “You are mean, keeping me in suspense like this.  Nagahei, were you ever able to successfully create a 
weapon with the scrolls?” 

 The old man almost choked on his sake.  “The scrolls?  What do you mean?” 

 “The weapon Hidetoyo carries was what I created with their knowledge.  And now Mura has finally 
created his own, after many years of attempts and failures.” 

 Nagahei looked to Mura.  “Is this true?” 

 The scarred man nodded. 

 “What have you done?  You have no idea of the powers you were toying with.  I did create one 
successful weapon, and that was enough.  I hid those scrolls thinking no-one would find them.” 

 The two young men looked at each other, very concerned with Nagahei’s words. 

 Mura spoke warily.  “You did?  What happened to it?” 

 The old man spoke with great sadness.  “I presented it to my master. He killed himself with it.  The 
blade willed him to.” 



 

 

– X – 

CHAPTER 6 SCENE 4 

The two walked through the common areas of the Castle, following the steady stream of people, after Nagahei 
had moved off quickly to find one of his Edo colleagues.  The old man had become distant after the revelation 
that the two had created enchanted blades. 

 Mune looked to his now-cloaked friend.  “You said in your letter that you had discussed the scrolls 
with him.  Why was he shocked at us creating weapons?” 

 “I told him that I was interested in the theory of the scrolls.  We read through them, discussing the 
finer points. “ 

 “So you did not tell him that you intended to create a weapon?  That I had?” 

 Mura shook his head.  “It became obvious that something was amiss.  He hesitated in discussing some 
parts, and refused to talk on others.” 

 Mune nodded to the sword in his friend’s belt, its blade hidden in its casing.  “And he did not check on 
you when you were forging it in his own shop?” 

 “He made me promise that I would not attempt to use the knowledge to create a blade.  Once I did, 
he left me alone as was the standard when we were in the Kyoto forge.” 

 “And yet you did?” 

 A slight shrug of the shoulders was the only answer Mune received. 

 The pair walked in silence as they flowed with the crowd towards the Osaka Castle main courtyard.  
When they reached it, what they saw left the two young smiths in awe.  The square dwarfed the main 
courtyard of Himeji Castle, and the quality of the paving and its surrounding accommodation was masterful.   It 
showed that Hidetoyo wanted to amaze anyone who visited with its size. 

 The number of people moving around the courtyard was immense.  It did not seem possible that the 
smiths of only two cities were present, even if those cities were the size of Edo and Kyoto.  The wave of people 
flowed towards the steps leading into the castle proper, where two people stood on a stone dais set into 
them.  As they got closer, the two friends saw that the two were Hidetoyo and Yasugawa, both adorned in 
their finest fighting armour, with another figure standing behind them.  The two elder statesmen were having 
an animated discussion.  With the peace talks rumoured to be cancelled, it could be that they were planning 
their second incursion. 

 Mura turned to Mune, and spoke like he was choking with rage.  “Do you see that man behind them?  
I heard of him on my trip to Edo.  His name is Kaizuiten, a Buddhist monk and an advisor to Yasugawa.  I passed 
him in the street when I arrived, and would have killed him then and there if the city guard were not passing 
also.” 

 Mune looked at Mura in shock, then turned and struggled to see this Kaizuiten’s face from ten rows 
away.  “Am I supposed to recognise him?” 

 The cloaked face turned to him, and Mune could swear he could see two orbs of fire.  “You should.  
Every able-bodied warrior supporting Hidetoyo flocked to Kyoto all those years ago to avenge Nobuoda’s 
murderer.  He stands right there, behind those two as if nothing happened.” 

 Mune struggled again to focus on the figure, trying to understand Mura’s words.  “It cannot be.” 

 “You think I would forget the face of the man who destroyed my sword hand and my face?” 



 

 

 Hidetoyo and Yasugawa looked out to the gathering people.   Everyone moved quickly into straight 
lines, showing that many of them had been former army men.  Once the lines were arranged to the 
satisfaction of the Daimyo of Japan, he addressed them. 

 “I thank all of you for making your way to Osaka Castle.”  He gestured to Yasugawa at his left hand.  
“My trusted friend here suggested we have this meeting, hoping to find a truly exceptional smith among those 
who forge in Kyoto or Edo.  In the spirit of fairness, I invited any smith in Japan to attend this gathering.  To 
have only the weapons makers of two cities would be a disservice to any who do not reside in either, and be 
limiting our chances.” 

 He stepped back, letting Yasugawa address the smiths.  “I do not deny I desired this to show off the 
talents of those in my province, and my adopted home town.  Our leader was correct in adjusting my request.  
The rumours of a second invasion of Korea are true, and we have word that our foes have increased the 
quality of their weapons.  We must do the same, and I seek reassurance that we can from what you present to 
us today.” 

 For the rest of the day, the smiths stood under a cloudy sky that threatened rain, but never fulfilled it.  
The two respected figures walked among them, with Hidetoyo holding his own weapon out of its case.  The 
eyes of the smiths seemed to forget who stood in front of them, as they stood entranced by the Daimyo’s 
weapon.  Yasugawa took each smith’s weapon, which was compared against Hidetoyo’s, but none came close 
to its quality.  Mune looked to his friend as they waited their turn, unable to see Mura’s eye but was sure he 
was staring at the figure that remained at the back portion of the dais. 

 Hidetoyo and Yasugawa reached Mune.  The Daimyo warmly greeted him, and introduced him to 
Yasugawa.  The pair inspected Mune’s new sword, comparing it to his original masterpiece.  They were 
impressed, though it was noted it did not match the sword that Hidetoyo had named ‘Hizashi’, meaning rays of 
the sun. 

 They moved next to Mura.  The cloaked figure kneeled before them, presenting the sheathed sword.  
Yasugawa looked amused at the gesture as he took the weapon, while Mune watched in anticipation as the 
sword was removed from its case.  Everyone who could see the weapon, included the two statesmen and 
Mune, gasped in amazement. 

 The blade was the deepest imaginable black, and seemed to absorb light.  Despite this, there were 
innumerable bright white flecks amongst the darkness, and ran along edges of the sword.  The Daimyo and 
Yasugawa looked shocked by the weapon, and then looked to the still kneeling Mura with a respectful look in 
their eyes.  Yasugawa drew him to his feet, and queried him on the weapon.  The cloaked man said that he had 
named it ‘Sutaraito’, as it looked like starlight imbued the blade. 

 Hidetoyo compared the blades, before handing both blades to Yasugawa.  The former Eastern Daimyo 
made his own comparison of the blades.  In a moment Mura recognised from a persistent dream, Yasugawa 
lifted both swords to the sky.  Sutaraito remained aloft, while Hizashi was lowered until it slipped from his 
grasp. 

– X – 

   



 

 

INTERMISSION 6 

Just as Mune had before, Mura became the revelation of the smithing world.  Hidetoyo paid Mura handsomely 
for Sutaraito, saying that it complemented Mune’s creation, Hizashi.  Mura accepted the payment, though he 
felt that he was giving his masterpiece to the wrong person. 

 Hidetoyo ordered the second invasion of Korea, hoping to achieve his desire of conquering Korea and 
then China.  The warriors of Japan were hopelessly outnumbered, once the Korean and Chinese forces 
combined.  The affair had a two-fold negative impact on the Daimyo.  He became ill soon after the war began, 
and was unable to participate.  The combination of his not leading from the front and being responsible for the 
many deaths of Japan’s warriors destroyed his reputation amongst the people of Japan. 

 During the conflict, in spite of his role as war advisor to the Daimyo, Yasugawa increased in 
popularity.  The Kanto region had blossomed since he was granted it by Hidetoyo, giving the people the 
impression that he would focus on improving Japan, instead of seeking conquest.  His popularity became such 
that Hideyoshi appointed Yasugawa to the Regent Council that would guide his young son, Tomiyori, through 
his minor years.  The Council was made of Hidetoyo’s five most loyal generals, though the others suspected 
Yasugawa of greater ambition. 

 Upon Hidetoyo’s death, the Regent Council quickly divided.  Yasugawa sought to cement his position 
as the true successor to Hidetoyo, while the other councillors backed the young ruler Tomiyori.  For the next 
two years, Yasugawa courted powerful regional rulers in an effort to defeat Tomiyori’s loyal 
followers.  Yasugawa sparked war when he took Osaka Castle, and forcibly took Hizashi and Sutaraito from 
Tomiyori.  At the Battle of Sekigahara, Yasugawa and his followers defeated Tomiyori’s supporters. 

 For the next two years, Yasugawa reallocated the lands of Japan, rewarding those loyal to him and 
punishing those who fought against him.  He also saw fit to reward Mune and Mura for their weaponry, and 
paid for their reallocation to the Kanto Region.  Mune took residence in Kamakura, while Mura moved to the 
‘Eastern Capital’, Edo. 

 Mune sought to live a peaceful lifestyle in his new city, but had a suspicion that his friend had 
relocated to Edo for a more sinister reason.  One of his regular visits to Edo coincided with Yasugawa 
entertaining the Emperor of Japan, who had the power to grant the title that Nobuoda and Hideyoshi had 
fought for, but never achieved:  Shogun. 

 Mune sought out his friend, hoping that he was not planning something against Yasugawa and his 
advisor, the monk Kaizuiten... 

– X –  



 

 

CHAPTER 7 SCENE 1 

Mune arrived at the South Gate of Edo as the sun was setting, having walked north from Kamakura with his 
scheduled delivery at the break of dawn.  The once unassuming fishing village had grown into a busy city that 
rivalled the country’s capital, Kyoto.  One of the most talked about parts of Yasugawa’s plan for Japan’s future 
was that his adopted home town would become the new capital.  The idea was controversial to many, since 
Kyoto had been the capital for over the last seven hundred years. 

 The amount of construction being undertaken in Kanto region was immense, as Mune had noticed on 
his travel between Kamakura and Edo.  There were new roads, new waterways and other essential 
infrastructure feeding into Yasugawa’s home town, and presumably the same was being done in the other 
directions of the city.  As he walked along the South Gate Road into the inner portions of Edo, the number of 
buildings and temples being constructed was amazing. 

 As he reached Edo Castle, he met with the guards at the main gate.  They greeted the master smith 
with respect, and politely inquired after his well-being and of the town of Kamakura.  Mune was well, and 
Kamakura remained a peaceful and wonderful place to reside.  They allowed him to enter, and he made his 
way to the Castle armoury.  He delivered the weapons to the taskmaster, who inspected the weapons before 
making payment.  The process was a formality, as Mune’s work was still considered the pinnacle of the craft. 

 “Thank you for the payment.”  Mune looked around the armoury, taking stock of what was available.  
“Do you have any new orders for me?” 

 The taskmaster took some sheets of paper from his sleeve.  “These have been requested.  There has 
been some controversy regarding Mura’s work, and people are becoming wary of his work.”  He nodded to the 
papers in Mune’s hands.  “I know one of the families in that pile ordered from Mura, and they are now looking 
elsewhere.” 

 Mune had not heard of this, and requested further information.  Mura’s weapons had become as 
renowned for their quality as Mune’s, helped by the fact that Yasugawa wore both Hizashi and Sutaraito at all 
official functions.  People had begun to name the Daimyo ‘Master of the Sun and Stars’ because of his 
weapons.  As of late, many people had been found guilty of brutal murders, and an alarming number of others 
had committed suicide.  The only link that had been found between the murders and suicides was that the 
people involved were their possession of weapons made by Mura. 

 Mune struggled to understand how it was possible.  He thanked the taskmaster and made his way out 
of the castle.  He made his way to Mura’s forge.  Compared to his old forge, it was a modest shop.  His friend 
had opted to run it alone, leaving his apprentices in Kyoto and not taking on new ones when he arrived in Edo. 

 He looked in the window of the shop, but did not see anyone.  Knowing Mura would still be in the 
forge, he went down the side street next to the shop.  A large wooden door protected entry into Mura’s forge, 
which Mune knew had a large beam placed across its other side.  He hammered the door with his fist four 
times.  Some motion was heard behind it, with the sound of the beam being moved following.  Mura’s scarred 
face appeared, and he gave a subdued smile to his friend as he invited him in. 

 “You arrived just in time, Mune.  I have just finished my latest creation, and was about to close for the 
day.”  He looked Mune over for any packages.  “You have made your deliveries?” 

 “I have.  I would say we should find a good restaurant to eat at, but there is something I need to speak 
with you about.” 

 Mura gave him a somber look, as if he knew what the topic would be.  “Very well.  We’ll head back to 
my place.  I learned a new sushi recipe recently, and with some select ingredients and a tokkuri of good sake, 
we will have a fine meal.” 

 The visiting smith assisted his friend in cleaning up the forging area, though there was little that 
needed to be done.  The side door’s beam was set back into place, and the two left via the front entrance.  
They walked towards the residential area, talking about the events of their cities and the latest news of 
Yasugawa’s plight to be granted the title of Shogun by the Emperor.  Mune did not want to discuss the 



 

 

taskmaster’s information in public, in case it was overheard.  He sensed that people were giving Mura 
sideways glances as they passed, meaning that the information may already be public. 

 The pair arrived at Mura’s residence, and the host set about preparing the meal and drink for his 
guest. 

 “Mura, the taskmaster at the castle armoury told me some worrying news about your weapons.” 

 He stopped cutting up his fish, placed the blade on the bench and turned to face Mune.  “It is a widely 
discussed topic in the city at the moment.  I imagine that you were told some murders and suicides were 
linked to my blades?” 

 Mune nodded, to which Mura lowered his head and looked at the ground.  “I did think it was true.  
But once I recalled Nagahei’s words those years ago, and what had happened with his weapon, I think it may 
be true.” 

 “But how?  Sutaraito was the finest blade I have seen.  That Hideyoshi, and now Yasugawa, hold it 
alongside mine is proof of that.” 

 “The scrolls said that the purity of the emotion being channelled into the blade decided its strength.  
Five years ago, I found out how I was able to do so to create Sutaraito.  You have an idea of how I managed it?” 

 Mune thought for a moment, then shook his head. 

 “But you do.  Remember when all the smiths met to present their weapons for inspection by 
Hideyoshi and Yasugawa?  I pointed out the reason why I was able to create the enchanted blade.” 

 It dawned of Mune was he was being told.  “The monk Kaizuiten?” 

 Mura nodded.  “When I had discovered that he was actually Mitsaki, the man who melted my face 
and severed my hand, I went back to the forge and took my rage out on the blade I was working on.  After all 
those years of failing to channel positive emotion into a blade, I succeeded when I pushed my negative 
emotions into the blade.” 

 Mune’s eyes widened with shock.  “And you continued to do so with the other blades you created?” 

 Mura nodded.  “And that’s why people have murdered or killed themselves with my weapons.” 

– X – 

CHAPTER 7 SCENE 2 

The two men approached Nagahei’s forge at the beginning of the day.  Mura confessed that he had seen his 
mentor in the last five years, as the older smith had ceased talking with him when he discovered the truth 
behind Mura’s weapon.  They looked in the windows, seeing no-one but hoping that Nagahei would arrive 
early and they would be able to talk with him. 

 The shop owner arrived, glaring angrily at the pair as he approached. 

 “You two have some nerve.  I thought my lack of contact would have made it obvious I want nothing 
more to do with you.” 

 Mura stepped forward, his cloak brushing along the paving.  “I understand the mistake I have made, 
but I come to you seeking your help.” 

 The older smith looked at Mura, seeing his scarred features and a humble look in his eyes.  “Very well.  
Come in quickly, before my apprentices arrive.” 

 They moved through the office area, which Mura realised had been set up exactly as Nagahei had 
arranged his Kyoto forge.  The trio moved into the forge area, and stood to the side of the door. 



 

 

 Nagahei looked to both men.  “I have heard what has happened with your weapons.”  He looked 
directly at Mura.  “What I knew would occur has happened with your weapons, my wayward apprentice.” 

 Mura lowered his head.  “All I wanted was to be recognised as the greatest smith of my time.” 

 The older smith looked at him with a look that bordered on pity.  “As do we all, Mura.  But bringing 
the magic arts into the process has never ended well.  I attempted it, and the person I respected the most died 
by my weapon.  I buried those scrolls as far back in my stores as I could, when I should have burned them.” 

 Mune addressed Nagahei.  “I do not understand how my weapons have not caused the same 
situation as Mura’s.” 

 The old man looked at Mune.  “The emotion you channelled into your weapons must have been pure 
enough to not be corruptible.  I believe you are the first smith to successfully do so.” 

 “Are you saying that the only successful weapons were the ones that had negative emotion 
channelled into them?” 

 Nagahei nodded.  “Negative emotion is much easier to channel than positive emotion.  Very few 
people are ever able to experience pure positivity their entire lives.  You come to terms with the events of your 
life on your way to happiness, but the memories of the bad will always remain.” 

 Mura looked to his mentor.  “Is there any way to stop the negative emotion seeping into a weapon 
wielder?” 

 The older smith thought for a moment.  “I do not believe so.  I am certain that such weapons must be 
destroyed.” 

 The scarred man looked up.  “The other swords I would happily destroy, but Sutaraito?  I cannot do 
that.” 

 “I am sorry, Mura.  If you do not, you may be responsible for the death of whoever wields it.” 

 Mura’s eyes widened.  “Is it possible that Hidetoyo died because of Sutaraito?” 

 Nagahei’s hand flew to his mouth.  “I did not consider that.  It is possible, but if it was true, Yasugawa 
would be feeling the same effects.  The anger in the weapon, it would cause the wielder to have to draw blood 
with it once he unsheathed it.  It was never revealed how Hidetoyo died, so we may never know.” 

 Mura looked to his friend.  “We must find a way to get Sutaraito back from Yasugawa.  If I do not do 
so, his life could be in jeopardy.” 

 Mune gave him a stunned look.  “How do you propose we do that?  Gain an audience with him, and 
explain that one of his swords is cursed and we want to take it back?  He would cut you down where you 
stood.” 

 “There does not seem to be any other way.  If it is true that my weapon is a curse on him, my honour 
would request that I accept the punishment he sees fit.” 

 “There has to be another way.  We must read the scrolls again.  There may be a piece of information 
we missed.” 

 Nagahei interrupted their panicked discussion.  “Those scrolls have caused enough trouble.  Do not let 
them cause you more pain and suffering.” 

 The two looked to him, and Mura spoke.  “I do not want to destroy Sutaraito unless I am forced to.  
The weapon may be my legacy, and if it was melted down for no reason, I would be lost to the ages.” 



 

 

 The old man gave Mura a hard look.  “That is the price you may have to pay because of your actions.  
You can hope that the weapons you forged prior to using the knowledge of the scrolls are of a high enough 
quality that they stand the test of time.” 

 “They are high quality, but such is the norm of any smith forging blades in Kyoto.  My mentor would 
not have taught me to forge an unworthy blade.” 

 Nagahei gave Mura a small nod for the respect shown.  “Then have faith in your abilities.  I taught you 
well, and you were a good student.  I hope you find a way to solve this problem.  If you will excuse me, I need 
to get started on my forging for the day.  Yasugawa has requested a ceremonial blade for his upcoming title 
endowment, and the quality expected will be extremely hard to meet.” 

 Mune and Mura thanked Nagahei for his time, before moving back into the busy streets of Edo.  They 
moved towards Mura’s shop, seeing a handful of angry people banging on his door.  Some had Mura’s 
weapons, making the pair consider Nagahei’s warning of the lust for blood they would be channelling into 
their wielders. 

 Mune quickly grabbed his friend, turned and walked away from the crowd.  “We do not want to risk 
being attacked by a mob.  We best go back to your place, and read the scrolls to see what we can find.  There 
may be hope of salvaging Sutaraito yet.” 

– X – 

CHAPTER 7 SCENE 3 

The news spread quickly across the city.  Yasugawa’s hosting of the Emperor in Edo had earned the desired 
outcome.  Within the week, the Daimyo would relinquish his title, to be replaced with the title of Shogun. 

 Mura’s residence had held the two men for the past several days.  They had not left the house, poring 
over every detail of the scrolls to figure out if it was possible to remove the twisted desires from Mura’s 
blades.  They began early in the morning, and finished late into the night.  Despite the long hours, the 
information they hoped to find had not appeared. 

 Mune rubbed his eyes, feelings of weariness and futility crashing over him.  “Mura, please.  We have 
read over these parchments more than ten times in the last two days.  We are not able to remove the dark 
tendencies from Sutaraito.” 

 The fire in the scarred man’s eyes burned fiercely.  “Then we must look closer.  You would do the 
same if it was Hizashi that was cursed.” 

 Mune began to object, but realised that the words were true.  When the pinnacle of one’s life is in 
jeopardy, that person would go to any lengths to protect it from harm. 

 “At the very least, can we get out and inhale some fresh air?  The house is beginning to smell worse 
than the fishing village near Himeji.” 

 Mura gave him an angry glare, before breaking into a fit of laughter.  Mune joined in, and they both 
felt some relief from the heavy matter that had occupied their minds for the last two days. 

 “Very well, Mune.”  He raised himself from the large carpet, over which the scrolls were meticulously 
placed in their order, and looked out the window to the street.  “It looks far into the night, but some people 
remain out and about.  We can sneak back into the forge district; it is highly unlikely that anyone would be 
there at this hour.” 

 Mune nodded, and spread his hands to indicate the scrolls.  “Let’s put these back in the chest.” 

 Mura went to the corner of the room and picked up the chest.  “This is actually light once all the 
scrolls are out of it.”  He placed it at the edge of the carpet, and then moved to pick up some of the items to be 
placed back in the ornate container. 



 

 

 Mune picked up some scrolls, and moved to the chest.  “It is a true pity that we may need to find a 
way to retrieve Sutaraito from Yasugawa, and destroy it.  I had always considered it more beautiful than my 
blade.  The beauty of a starlit night always amazes me.”  He opened the chest, and looked into it.  “Mura, have 
we never removed all the scrolls from the chest before?” 

 Mura stepped towards him with his armful of scrolls.  “I am almost certain that it is.  We only read 
each scroll as we saw fit.” 

 “Then that may be why we never noticed what lay underneath.” 

 The pair looked into the chest, and saw that its base was inlaid with a mosaic of an exquisitely 
designed sword within a circle.  Mune looked to the outside of the box, and then turned to Mura.  “Have you 
got two blades identical in length somewhere in the house?’ 

 Mura nodded, and moved off into another room.  Mune kept looking over the inside and outside of 
the chest until he returned with two standard length swords.  He took them from his friend, and then stood 
one up against the outside of the chest.  He then placed the other on its inside edge. 

 “Do you see, Mura?  The difference in length is more than just the thickness of the base.  There must 
be a hidden compartment.” 

 Mura looked into the chest, a thoughtful look on his face.  “It must be opened somehow by that 
sword mosaic.  Try turning it.” 

 Mune reached in, placing his fingers along the edge of the circle.  As he applied pressure, the circle 
began to turn.  After a full rotation, the circle rose.  The revealed portion under the mosaic showed two 
fingerholds.  Mune placed his middle finger and thumb in the holds, and then lifted.  The whole base came 
away, showing a solid wood portion holding one scroll in place. 

 “Gods, Mura!  There was more to learn all along.”  He reached in and retrieved the hidden scroll, and 
handed it over to his friend. 

 Mura quickly unrolled it, and looked at the information it contained.  He raised an excited look to 
Mune.  “It describes how a destructive sword can be rid of its twisted tendency.”  He looked back down to the 
scroll, reading further.  “What it requires will be hard, but I will enjoy it.” 

 Mune gave his friend an anxious look.  “What does it say?” 

 “The cause of the negativity that was channelled into the sword needs to be destroyed.  That means I 
need to find that pretender monk Kaizuiten and exact some revenge.”  Mune was taken aback by the almost 
crazed glare in Mura’s eyes. 

 “If it is what needs to be done, I shall help you.  I doubt it will be easy to reach him, whether he is 
residing in the temple or in the castle with Yasugawa.” 

 Mura nodded as he continued to read.  As he reached the end of the scroll, his eyes had changed 
from crazed to vacant. 

 Mune noticed the change.  “Mura, what is it?” 

 “Killing Kaizuiten is not all that is required.  I must…” 

 A heavy hand pounded on the front door, and a voice called out for Mura.  Surprised out of his 
moment, he moved to the door and opened it.  It was one of the night guards.  Mura had forgotten to cover 
his face, and the guard reeled in shock from what he saw.  He took a moment to compose himself. 

 “Are you Mura?” 

 “I am.” 



 

 

 “You need to come with me for two reasons.  Firstly, your shop is on fire.  And secondly, Yasugawa 
wishes to see you personally.”  He looked past Mura to see Mune standing behind him.  “If you are Mune, you 
have been summoned too.” 

 Mura grabbed his cloak, and he and Mune stepped out into the street.  They followed the guard 
towards the smoke that rose into the sky. 

– X – 

CHAPTER 7 SCENE 4 

Surrounded by ten guards, the two smiths were marched into Edo Castle. 

 Mune, Mura and the night guard who collected them arrived at Mura’s shop, which was engulfed in 
flame and billowing dark smoke.  Ten people were standing out front, cheering as they watched the inferno.  
Another set of night guards had already arrived, and were able to stop them turning on Mura.  They turned out 
to be the disgruntled relatives of those who had killed others or themselves with one of his blades, finally 
earning a measure of redemption for their loved ones. 

 Mura bowed his head, asking forgiveness for what he had done.  The vengeful relatives did not want 
to hear his apology, claiming he knew nothing of the suffering that they were enduring.  At these words, he 
pulled back the deep hood of his cloak.  The ladies in the group screamed at the sight of Mura’s face, the 
orange glow of the fire adding to the nightmarish charring and burns. 

 He addressed those in the group still able to hear.  “I know much of suffering, as I have lived with this 
for the past two decades.”  He reached out his right arm, and used his left to pull away the metal gauntlet, 
showing the half of a forearm that remained.  “I found my refuge in smithing, but I made a mistake in how I 
went about my work.  My pain and suffering found a way into my blades, and that is what caused your family 
members to do what they did.” 

 The people looked upon Mura’s disfigured face and destroyed arm, the anger in their features 
softening to looks of pity or a measure of understanding. 

 Mura raised his intact arm towards his friend.  “This is Mune, the creator of Hizashi, the blade of 
Hidetoyo and now Yasugawa.”  He turned to face him.  “Please, will you replace their swords with one of your 
creations?  Their pain will continue as long as they have them.” 

 Mune nodded.  “I shall do so proudly.” 

 Mura gave his friend a thankful smile, and then turned back to the grieving families.  “Give me your 
swords.  I will see that they are properly destroyed, so none will suffer as you and your families have.” 

 The family members stepped forward and handed the sheathed blades to the guards, who had 
stepped in front of Mura to ensure no one had a sudden change of heart.  The families then walked away from 
the burning shop, supporting each other as they did so.  The guards took possession of a sword each, with 
Mura warning them to not remove them from their casings.  They walked out of the forge district, towards the 
centre of the city and their audience with the future Shogun. 

 After a long walk through the castle grounds and ascending its levels, the guards and the smiths 
arrived at the audience hall.  The room was decorated with amazing pieces of art, from ancient armours to 
ornate wall paintings and amazingly detailed murals.  At the far end, Yasugawa sat on his throne, the dais a 
measure above the floor.  As the group moved towards him, Mura saw that the monk Kaizuiten stood at his 
shoulder. 

 Mura leaned over to his friend.  “Well, I found have to work hard to find him after all.” 

 Mune looked to him in alarm.  “In the presence of Yasugawa, and these guards, you would engage 
him?  That is certain death.” 



 

 

 “It is what the scroll said must be done.” 

 Yasugawa arose from his throne, clad in a flowing and elaborate silk robe.  He looked upon the group, 
saving an angry cold glare for Mura’s cloaked face.  “Thank you for bringing them to me, guards.  That will be 
all.”  The guards all bowed, then turned and left the room. 

 His gaze fixed again on Mura.  “I had heard the stories of your blades.  People who wielded them 
became crazy with bloodlust, going as far as murder or suicide to satisfy a previously unknown desire to spill it.  
I thought the stories fanciful, until this afternoon.”  He raised one of his sleeves, showing a long row of 
horizontal cuts running up his forearm.  “I was training today, and decided to only use Sutaraito.  I normally 
train with both Hizashi and Sutaraito, but I did not today for some reason.  I was overcome with the desire, 
and it took every piece of my willpower to not kill my sparring partner.  Before I knew what I was doing, I was 
gashing my arm at every possible sign of a vein or artery.” 

 Mura knelt and bowed his head.  “I humbly apologise, my lord.  I did not know what I was creating 
with my blades.  They were beautiful and strong, but the emotion you have experienced somehow went from 
me into them.” 

 The soon to be Shogun looked upon him with confusion.  “How could such anger and pain be in you?  
What happened to cause it?” 

 The kneeling smith raised his head, and looked to the monk behind the throne, standing as if he was a 
statue.  “The monk known as Kaizuiten to most is the cause.  I will always know him as Mitsaki, the man who 
destroyed my life as a warrior.  He tricked me into helping him kill Nobuoda, then severed my sword hand and 
left me to burn with Honno-ji.” 

 Yasugawa turned to the monk, whose colour had suddenly drained from his face.  “Is this true?  I told 
you I only wanted Nobuoda dead.” 

 Mitsaki bowed his head.  “It is.  I took advantage of an opportunity.  He brought a group of men with 
him, saying he had orders to kill Nobuoda.  We had common cause, and I tried to ensure the death would not 
be traced back to you.” 

 Mune listened in disbelief to Yasugawa’s words.  “You were trying to assassinate Nobuoda?” 

 The old warrior nodded.  “And it seems another had the same idea, if they sent this person to Kyoto 
all those years ago.  Nobuoda ruled by force and brutality, earning enough lifelong enemies that he would 
never have been able to unify Japan.  He had to be removed.  From there, Hidetoyo stepped in and finished 
the unification.  All I had to do was be patient to achieve what neither of them could: become Shogun.” 

 Mura looked up in shock.  “So I helped put your plan in motion all those years ago?” 

 Yasugawa nodded.  “You did.  As a favour, I shall not kill you for what your swords tried ot make me 
do.” 

 “I wish only to undo the destructiveness of Sutaraito, my lord.” 

 The Shogun-to-be looked at Mura in surprise.  “That can be done?  As it is my favourite sword, I will 
allow you to do so.  What is needed?” 

 A small glint of triumph showed in Mura’s eyes as he removed his hood and stared at the monk.  “My 
injuries have caused the emotion in the blade.  I must do two things.  Firstly, the cause of the emotion must be 
destroyed.  Mitsaki must die by Sutaraito.” 

 Yasugawa visibly reeled at seeing Mura’s face.  He picked up the cursed blade in its casing from beside 
his throne, and held it out to the monk.  “You heard what must be done.  I give you the same choice that you 
gave Nobuoda:  Die by his hand, or by your own.” 



 

 

 The monk looked to Mura’s ruined features, seeing the rage behind his eyes.  He took the cased blade 
from Yasugawa, removed the blade and plunged it into his stomach.  He twisted it as he lowered, staring at 
Mura the whole time.  When he reached the floor, his eyes were already devoid of life. 

 Yasugawa looked at the fallen monk.  “That is a shame, as he was a good advisor to me.”  He turned 
to look at Mura.  “You said there were two things that needed to be done?” 

 Mura nodded.  “May I have the blade?” 

 The older man nodded.  Careful to avoid the pooling blood, he knelt and removed Mitsaki’s hands 
from the blade.  Pulling it out, he cleaned it on the dead man’s robe.  He stepped down from the dais and held 
the hilt out to Mura.  “The feeling I got this afternoon seems to have subsided, but there is still an unsettled 
feeling holding it.” 

 Mura took the blade, and gave it an almost loving gaze.  “Once I complete the last step, the sword will 
be free of the curse it holds.  It will only cleanse this blade; the others will still be cursed.  They must be 
destroyed.” 

 Mune looked at his friend.  “You did not tell me what the second step was.  The fire and summons 
stopped you.” 

 The scarred smith looked to his friend, a sad look in his eye.  “The scroll said that two things must be 
destroyed to remove the curse.  The cause, and the creator.” 

 Before Mune could move, Mura had raised the blade in his left hand and swung it back into his own 
neck.  Sutaraito cut clean through, Mura’s head rolling away as his body collapsed to the floor.  Mune howled 
in anguish, sinking to his knees as his eyes locked on the grisly scene. 

 Yasugawa looked upon Mura’s decapitated body with a shocked expression.  “That was the most 
honourable thing I believe I have seen; a smith taking responsibility for the pain caused by his own creation.”  
He moved over to Mune, placing a hand on his sobbing shoulders.  “Do not grieve for him; be proud of him.” 

 Mune looked up, tears rolling down his face.  “I always was.  He always found a way to be stronger, 
when life tried to drag him down.  Instead of choosing self-pity, he sought his chance to improve himself.” 

 The old man nodded.  “Always remember that.  Do not remember this scene.  I must do the right 
thing and stop people using his weapons, should they fall victim to the curses.  He will lose the respect of 
everyone, but know in your heart that he was not what people will believe him to be.  Sutaraito will always be 
partnered with Hizashi, I swear it.” 

 Mune removed the starlit blade from his dead friend’s grasp, cleaned the blood off it and presented it 
to Yasugawa.  “Thank you.” 

– X – 

   



 

 

MUNE AND MURA 

EPILOGUE 

The Emperor was true to his word.  Some weeks after Mura’s death, he bestowed upon Yasugawa the title of 
Shogun. 

 Yasugawa’s first decree was that Mune’s prized creation, Hizashi, would be the symbol of his 
Shogunate. 

 He further decreed that any blade created by Mura was outlawed, citing the evil urges and death that 
they caused their wielders. 

 The population who had one of his blades quickly destroyed them, though some did not do so, opting 
to remove Mura’s symbol upon the weapon.  Some of the cursed blades found their way into the hands of those 
who opposed Yasugawa’s rule, but those people were either found dead at their own hand or sentenced to 
death for the murder of others. 

 Mune went back to his forge in Kamakura, seeing out his days there.  One item always seemed out of 
place in his shop; an exquisitely designed, yet empty, chest sitting behind the office desk.  When queried what it 
was for, the smith it was to keep the memories of a treasured friend who had passed away. 

 Keeping his word, Yasugawa always carried Mura’s sword when he had Mune’s with him.  This 
continued with his successors, though the passage of time removed the association of the starlight blade to the 
demented smith who created cursed blades. 

 Mune’s legacy was Hizashi, the sunlight blade of the Shogunate.  Furthermore, his ten apprentices 
became famous weapon makers in their own right.  Though it pained him to the end of his days to hear Mura 
defamed, he found peace in the fact that he knew the real man, and that Mura was anything but the monster 
the people and stories made him out to be. 

– X – 


